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Introduction 

‘Public Relations’ is deemed the link between an institution and its various publics. It 

serves to convey messages between the two parties in a way that helps them communicate with 

each other on solid bases that would fulfil their common interests and reach a high standard of 

understanding and harmony.   Since their early establishment, universities, like other public or 

private sector institutions, need clear mechanisms that would help them communicate with their 

target publics. Hence, the role of Public Relations is so vital and important in serving such 

educational institutions, in line with their different aims and functions. King Saud University 

recognizes this role and has always assumed it since it was established in 1957 as the first 

university, not only in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia but also in the Arabian Peninsula.  KSU 

has always worked in earnest to build bridges of communication with its diverse publics, internal 

or external, and with its whole community. KSU has exerted serious efforts to create the 

mechanisms that would allow it to communicate with its publics, deliver its own orientations, 

publicize its news, as well as explain its objectives and policies. Accordingly, KSU has 

established a specialized management in line with all educational institutions in the world – it is 

the Public Relations and Mass Communication Management. 

 Public Relations and Mass Communication Management at KSU has developed, both 

quantitatively and qualitatively, and reached the level of other effective and important university 

sections. Such development has been invested to convey the university mission and programs to 

other institutions within society, both official and otherwise.  Hence, this study comes to 

explore the importance of management and its material and human capabilities that would enable 

it to accomplish its tasks as required. 

 

Study Problem 

“Public Relations” plays vital roles in any organization or institution.  Since the 

establishment of King Saud University in 1957 as the first university in the Kingdom of Saudi 

Arabia, the officials’ foremost interest at that time was to convey the concept of higher education 

in a country that was making its first step towards development and integration and did not have 

educated and qualified workforces in most of its institutions.  Utilizing the resources that were 

available to it then, the University administration felt the urgency to communicate with its 

internal and external publics alike. Due to the humbleness of communication methods and the 

smallness of university community, there was relatively less urgent need for modern Public 

Relations than is the case now, in line with the country’s other institutions, which did not have 

Public Relations and Media Managements. 

 Based on the above, the present study seeks to explore the development, as well as the 

extension, of the functions of Public Relations and Media at the University, both quantitatively 

and qualitatively. In order to match the development of both country and university, and to 

contribute to such development, it has become urgent for Public Relations to find a mechanism 

of communication between the internal and external publics of the University.  Moreover, the 

study at hand aims to survey the phases ‘public relations’ has been through and the media it used 

to convey its messages in order to look ahead for the future of Public Relations, not only at King 

Saud University but in the educational sector within the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia as a whole.  

Therefore, the study problem is to identify the nature and reality of the functions of Public 

Relations Management at the University and to investigate whether such functions are 

compatible with the roles of Public Relations in today’s society. 
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Study Objectives 

This study seeks mainly to learn and assess the reality of Public Relations at King Saud 

University and the roles Public Relations play in order to accomplish the University’s objectives 

towards its internal and external publics. This will be done through the following sub-objectives:  

1- Tracing down the phases of development of Public Relations  at King Saud University 

2- Highlighting the functions and objectives of Public Relations at King Saud University 

3- Identifying the tools that Public Relations utilize to communicate with its various publics 

4- Identifying the publics targeted by the Public Relations Management 

5- Describing the management employees in Public Relations, quantitatively and qualitatively 

6- Exploring the ideal methods utilized by Public Relations at KSU to communicate with press 

media 

 

Study Questions 

1- What are the phases that Public Relations has been through? 

2- What are the tasks and objectives of Public Relations at King Saud University? 

3- What are the tools that Public Relations utilize at King Saud University? 

4- Who are the Public Relations’ target publics? 

5- What are the main quantitative and qualitative features and characteristics of Public 

Relations employees? 

6- What are the best ways that Public Relations at KSU utilize to communicate with press 

media? 

 

Literature Review 

As this study focuses on Public Relations Management at King Saud University being a 

government institution, the researcher has reviewed the studies that have explored the roles, 

functions, and activities of Public Relations in various aspects of government institutions; the 

previous studies are as follows: 

A study by Ibrahim All-Joboori (2018) evaluated the activities of Public Relations in the 

fields of Communication, Planning, Research, and Evaluation from the viewpoints of employees 

in Public Relations sections in the government sector in Jordan. The researcher used the 

quantitative approach by following the style of surveys. The community of the study comprised 

the employees in Public Relations in six ministries in the Jordanian government sector, which are 

(Ministry of the Interior, Ministry of Public Works and Housing, Ministry of Communication 

and Information Technology, Ministry of Education, Ministry of Health, and Ministry of 

Municipalities).  The study sample consisted of 200 male and female employees in the Public 

Relations sections chosen at random from the study sample.  The study has demonstrated that 

evaluation of Public Relations activities in Jordanian government sector was of high level, as 

Research ranked first place, Communication was also of high level in second place. 

A study conducted by Khayrat Ayyad (2016) sought to examine the nature of relationship 

between Public Relations Sections and Managements and institutional communication, on the 

one hand, and press media, on the other, in government departments and bodies in the Emirate of 

Dubai.  The researcher used the survey as a research tool and made use of Dubai e-Government 

Portal to identify the government departments and bodies on which Public Relations practitioners 

the study could be applied. The number of such government departments and bodies was 20 (13 

Departments and 7 bodies).  The results have shown that Public Relations and institutional 
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communication practitioners in government departments and bodies in the Emirate of Dubai 

were aware of the importance of establishing distinguished relations with the media. 

A study by Jad’aan Al-Shemmari (2011) attempted to investigate the role played by 

Public Relations Managements in Kuwaiti government bodies in shaping the mental image of 

such bodies for the public that deals with those bodies.  The study used the Media Survey 

Methodology, both descriptive and analytical. The study was applied to a two-part sample: the 

first was the sample of Public Relations practitioners in public organizations and bodies in which 

Public Relations activities are studied; they numbered (62 items). The second was the sample of 

public that dealt with those public organizations and bodies, which numbered (360 items). The 

study has found out that the most prominent objective or function of Public Relations is to 

achieve a degree of communication with the other ministerial bodies, to perform the tasks as 

stated in the organizational structure of the Management, and to inform the public of the role of 

the organization and the services it offers, as well as to highlight the government bodies media-

wise. 

Mona Abdul Hamid’s study (2007) discussed the role Public Relations played in 

administration decision-making.  The study followed the survey methodology by applying the 

study to a sample of Public Relations Executives in government organizations and offices. The 

researcher has found out that government organizations allowed Public Relations Executives to 

take part in decision-making; she has also recommended that higher management involve Public 

Relations Executives in the process of decision-making and taking. 

A study by Ziad Muhafitha (1997) aimed to assess the Public Relations process in 

Jordanian government universities from the viewpoints of faculty members. It also sought to 

identify the sequence of the Public Relations process: (Research, Planning, Communication, 

Assessment), and the degree of following such process by the Public Relations in the 

universities.  The sample comprised of 445 faculty members from government universities and 

adopted the survey methodology.  The study came to the conclusion that Public Relations 

offices in Jordanian universities used the phases of Research and Assessment effectively and 

efficiently. 

 Faisal Al-Aqeel’s study (1430 H.) about the “The mental image of King Saud 

University and its Reputation among the Saudi Public” demonstrated that the sources King Saud 

University public relies on are non-official sources such as newspapers, relatives, internet, and 

television, which occupy the first four positions, whereas such university official sources as 

electronic website and Risalat Aljameah (University Message) ranked fifth and sixth. (Al-Aqeel 

1430) 

The results of a study by Irsaan of Public Relations at Al-Anbar University have shown 

that Internet came in second place after newspapers and posters, both of which occupied first 

place, with equal ratios of usage by the internal public, with each medium scoring (24.41 %); the 

Internet scored (16.27%) and magazines scored third place with (13.95%), whereas the phone 

came in fourth place with (10-46%), Television came in fifth, with (8.13%), whereas radio came 

last with only (2.32%). The study, accordingly, demonstrates that Public Relations at Al-Anbar 

University depends on newspapers and posters in communicating with its internal public (Irsaan 

2011, p. 346).  As concerns communicating with the external public, the study has shown that 

the Internet was the first choice with (24.32%), while newspapers came second with (22.97%), 

posters came in third place with (20.27%), phone came in fourth place with (21.16%), television 

came fifth with (10.81%), magazines occupied sixth place with (8.1%) and radio broadcasting 

came last place with (1.35%) (Irsaan 2011, p. 347). 
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Research Theoretical Framework 

Any scientific study depends on a theoretical framework from whose concepts, ideas and 

hypotheses it starts and from which derives its strength and its systematic and procedural 

discipline. In this study there will be models and theories in Public Relations as its theoretical 

framework, as the Public Relations practice much developed in the early years of the twentieth 

century both academically and professionally. The most prominent models this study has 

benefitted from are the following: 

- Grunig & Hunt Models: Grunig and Hunt models appeared at the beginning of the 1980’s 

among the most prominent models of public relations.  The models divided public relations 

practice into four models: Press Agent/Publicity, Public Information Model, Two-Way 

Asymmetrical Model, and Two-Way Symmetrical Model. (Al-Jamal, Rassem and Ayed Khayrat, 

2013. p51) 

- Broom & Dozier Models: Broom and Dozier presented their models at the start of the 

1980’s. They are models that identify four models that represent the public relations 

practitioner’s roles: Expert Prescriber, Communication Technician, Communication Facilitator, 

and Facilitator Problem-Solving Process (Enad, p. 89) 

- Pearson’s Dialogue Model, which depends on dialogue and understanding between an 

organization and its various publics within the objective frameworks of dialogue, will be one of 

the theoretical frameworks of this study (Al-Jammal & Al-Ayyad, 2013, p. 67). 

Undoubtedly, all those models and roles in public relations, whether it is Grunig & Hunt 

or Edward Broom & Dozier, can form the theoretical framework of this study, in addition to 

Grunig’s Excellence Theory in Public Relations in mid-1990’s, as this theory described the role 

of public relations as the strategic role in the organization and could be the basis to understand 

the situation of public relations at King Saud University. Broom and Dozier’s Role Model may 

explain the roles played by KSU Public Relations practitioner. Grunig’s Excellence Theory may 

also show the level of public relations management at KSU within the organizational structure 

and the degree of attaining excellence in public relations. 

Definition of “Public Relations” 

This study belongs to the descriptive studies, which are concerned with analyzing the 

current reality of the phenomenon (the subject of the study) to obtain accurate and complete 

information about them, classify them, interpret them, analyze them and draw conclusions. 

The study was carried out using the “Media Survey Methodology” and through the 

“Content Analysis Tool”. It is one of the most accurate tools for collecting data as desired by the 

comprehensive inventory method, which is the most reliable method that can be used for judging 

and disseminating results. 

Public relations came into existence and practice since the beginning of humanity. 

However, the tools and methods of practice vary from one period to another, according to what is 

available in a specific time period.  The earliest recorded practice of public relations in history 

dates back to Mesopotamia, where a manuscript showing instructions to farmers was found; it 

was no different from any present-day agricultural bulletin in terms of its objectives or contents, 

except as concerns the tools used then. (Newsom, Scott and Turk, 1993, p.33) 

According to the British Institute of Public Relations, ‘Public Relations’ is “A deliberate, 

planned and sustained effort to establish and maintain mutual understanding between an 

organization and its 'public.'” (Al-Anad, 1414, p. 22) 
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Cutlip, Center and Broom defined ‘Public Relations’ as “the management function that 

establishes and maintains mutually beneficial relationships between an organization and the 

publics on whom its success or failure depends.” (Cutlip, Center and Broom: 1995, p.3) 

Grunig and Hunt defined PR as “the management of communication between an 

organization and its publics.” (Stack, Don W. 2011, p. 22) 

Al-Anad defined ‘public relations’ as “any effort made by the foundation and any 

decision it makes, any policy it adopts, any message it conveys or it receives as long as it aims to 

promote understanding between the foundation and all or some of its publics.” (Al-Anad, 1415, 

p. 23) 

Public Relations in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

Public relations was not known in its proper, methodical and applied form in the 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia until the end of the 1930s, when American oil companies began 

exploring their land for oil. Studies show that Aramco established a public relations section in its 

administration in Saudi Arabia at the beginning of its work in the Kingdom. It was the second 

section to be established after the human resources section. (Culbertson and Chen, 1996, p. 239) 

Academically speaking, the establishment of the first Department of Mass 

Communication in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia was the real beginning for the birth of this 

academic specialization.  The first Department of Mass Communication, not only in the 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, but in the Arabian Peninsula, was stablished at King Saud University 

(formerly Al-Riyadh University) in 1972; it encompassed three disciplines: Public Relations, 

Radio and Television, and Journalism. The department has graduated many academics and 

professionals in the three disciplines, many of whom have held important positions in the 

country, and many of whom have enriched the library with books and research.  The 

establishment of the Department of Mass Communication at King Saud University was a turning 

point in the media march of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in a three disciplines, to which later on 

was added the discipline of Drama. 

Public Relations at Saudi Universities 

Since the establishment of the first university in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (King 

Saud University in 1957), communication was a priority among those institutions and their 

various publics. Therefore, public relations management has become today very essential and 

vital in all Saudi universities.  Despite the differences in their unit components or in the number 

of their employees and their qualifications, the goal of public relations managements remains the 

same, which is to create understanding and harmony between these universities and their various 

publics. 

Historical Overview of Public Relations and Media at King Saud University 

Public Relations Management was established at King Saud University in 1970 to serve 

as an auxiliary management, with a very limited number of staff, limited administrative structure 

and very limited authorities.  At that time, it was named ‘Cultural Relations Unit’ and was 

attached to Students’ Affairs. Then, it comprised sections suitable for its tasks and purpose. 

(Muqhim Al-Muqhim 2015)  Public Relations Management at King Saud University has 

developed, both quantitatively and qualitatively, in line with the development of the University 

and the development of its objectives. Gradually, it has grown from a very limited number of 

employees, not exceeding two, to more than forty employees, who are distributed among a 

number of sections that operate around the clock in the largest university, not only in Saudi 

Arabia but also in the Arabian Peninsula. (Annual Public Relations Management Report 2018). 
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Phases of PR Management Development 

PR Management at King Saud University has developed in a quantitative and qualitative 

manner in terms of structure, size and authorities. As concerns administrative authorities, after its 

attachment to Students’ Affairs at its early establishment, PR Management is now 

administratively directly attached to the University Rector or his Vice when he is absent. 

Authorities are delegated to the Management by the Rector at the start of every academic year, 

which is consistent with the literature of global public relations. As concerns size and structures, 

through follow-up, observation, interviewing and documentation, PR Management has grown in 

quantity and quality, in harmony with the University's growth and has become a public 

administration in 1986 (Annual PR Management.2018), presided over by a General Manager and 

supervised by a faculty member specialized in the field. The number of employees has increased 

in proportion to the activities of the University and the tasks entrusted to the Management. 

(Annual PR Management Report 2018) The development of public relations can chronologically 

be divided into six phases: 

First Phase (1957-1971): 

This phase was characterized by the absence of independent and effective public 

relations, and there was no documentation of its presence, so the students' affairs was responsible 

for public relations.  (Muqhim Al-Muqhim 2015) 

Second Phase (1971-1986): 

Interest in Communication began with the establishment of the Department of Mass 

Communication and the emergence of a unit that takes care of public relations within the 

Deanship of Students’ Affairs, which was attached to the Manager of University Administration, 

the late Mr. Khalid Matar. Then, it was not known as Public Relations or Mass Communication; 

at that time, it functioned as Services Management and its first manager at the point was Ibrahim 

Al-Qadi, who was later succeeded by Hamad Al-Sayegh.  The Management then started to play 

roles in proportion to its size and its employees’ qualifications, such as guest reception, 

following up the publication of university news and the distribution of newspapers. However, its 

work did not live up to the work of effective and professional public relations, as the number of 

employees at the time was six Saudis and three expatriates. (An Interview with Mohammed Al-

Ajmi and Ibrahim Al-Husseini 2018) 

Third Phase (1986-1990): 

In this phase, public relations emerged as an independent administration, practising the 

tasks of communicating with the publics.  The university Administration appointed the first 

supervisor of this management, a faculty member from the Department of Mass Communication, 

Dr. Sa’ed Al-Araabi Al-Harthi. Then, the management began to practise its duties independently 

and was attached directly to the Rector or his Vice; it was then called "General Directorate of 

Media and University Relations" (Ali Al-Omairah 2018) 

Fourth Phase (1991-2000): 

This stage witnessed a new chapter in the development of management and an increase in 

the activities of the university internally, in keeping with the development of the university in all 

fields. The management began to do a lot of work on university level, such as supervising 

activities of various university units and helping units to coordinate with the media. Moreover, it 

planned, supervised, and implemented events outside the university on an international scale, 

such as organizing the 7th International Energy Forum. At this stage, a training unit was 

established for students of the Department of Mass Communication, specializing in public 

relations and journalism. (Khalid Juwai’id Al-Ajmi 2018) 
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Fifth Phase (2001-2010): 

This is the phase of prominence that witnessed an increase in the number of employees, 

as well as the establishment of public relations managements in many different colleges and units 

of the university. (Fahad Al-Sayegh 2018) 

Sixth Phase (2010-Present): 

Perhaps the most important features of this phase are the increase in management size (in 

quantity and quality), the development of means of communication and keeping up with the 

administrative and financial developments that the university enjoyed during this period, as the 

number of employees in the department jumped to more than forty practitioners. (Annual PR 

Management Report 2018) 

Organizational Structure of PR Management 

The Public Relations and Media Management at King Saud University consists of eight 

main sections directly linked to the Director of the Department, who in turn is directly linked 

with the Rector. In its administrative type, the management combines both central and non-

central types in its daily dealings, depending on each particular case. (Al-Ajmi, Khalid 2016) 

According to Grunig’s theory of excellence, strategic and effective public relations must be 

directly linked to the superior head of the body, as stipulated in the institution's organizational 

structure. (Al-Jammal and Ayyad 2013, p. 67) 

Management Sections: 

The General Directorate of Relations and Media at King Saud University consists of 

eight Sections as follows: 

1. Public Relations Section: This consists of Protocol and Ceremonies Unit, Visits 

Unit, and Airport Reception Unit 

Section Tasks: Reception and farewell of visiting professors, examiners and contractors 

at the airport; providing housing and transportation to them (in accordance with policies and 

procedures); receiving university guests such as officials and delegations; preparing official visit 

programs; receiving and seating the guests attending events held in the university in coordination 

with the different bodies both inside and outside the university. 

2. Mass Communication Section: This Section consists of: Visual Media Unit; 

Publication Unit; Electronic Media Unit; Press File Unit; Media Documentation Unit; University 

Announcements Unit 

Section Tasks: University News Editing; Preparing a daily press file and following up 

what is published about the university such as comments, suggestions or complaints concerning 

the University's various activities in coordination with the concerned administrations at the 

university and prepare press responses; addressing audio and visual media to cover events and 

celebrations held and coordinating with media for interviews with university officials; 

coordinating with the University’s various units to publicize news in the media; preparing 

periodical reports about the achievements of the Section and about suggestions for development 

of the Section; and reporting that to the Directorate General of Relations and Media. 

3. Information Section – Information Technology (IT): It comprises of: Information 

and Updates Unit; Electronic Website Unit; Planning Unit; Events Unit; Publications Unit 

Section Tasks: This section sends and receives e-mails to and from university employees 

who are subscribers to the University e-mail in coordination with the Deanship of Electronic 

Transactions and Communications. This e-mail could be information, a circular, an 

announcement, an invitation, congratulation, an answer to a query, or receiving comments, 

suggestions and employee’s requests to send them to university’s officials and following up such 
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requests. All of that is done via the e-mail address: (pr@ksu.edu.sa). This section also prepares 

and updates a database on the computer which includes the names of state officials, government 

departments and university employees. Moreover, the section exchanges information with public 

relations and media managements in other Saudi universities, with government offices and with 

local community.  Other duties of the Section include providing the media with information 

available about the University after securing it from the relevant departments, preparing and 

dispatching invitation cards for his Excellency the Rector and the lists of invitees for major 

events held at the university, after coordinating with printing presses to print such cards, 

preparing and supervising the despatch of telegrams of invitation to their Excellency the  

Minister of Education and to University Rector concerning special events held at the University.  

The section is also responsible for the preparation of letters and telegrams of congratulation and 

condolences to state officials, as well as the preparation of programs of the ceremony for major 

events and following that up to the stage of having them adopted by the authorized officials.  

Supervising the annual ceremony of the retirement of University employees is also one of the 

duties of the Department. Moreover, the section conducts studies and proposals aiming to 

develop management, as well as preparing management strategies and plans to face challenges 

concerning public relations and communication, supervision the management the contents of the 

management website on the Internet, as well as the preparation of the annual management report.  

4. Conferences and Symposia Section:  

Section Tasks: this department has visas issued for participants from abroad, visas and 

tickets issued for speakers, and booking residence for them, as well as coordinating with 

Information Section to design and print an invitation card for the opening ceremonies. It also has 

the responsibility of coordinating with the Ceremony Section to receive and accompany 

participants from and back to the airport. The section has transportation provided to speakers for 

all their travels, and it writes to the Deanship of Faculty Affairs and Staff Affairs to ensure that 

the speakers are effective and attach the relevant invoices. 

5. Visiting Professors Section: 

Section Tasks:  Tasks of this section include receiving a request from the college or the 

deanship to invite visiting professors from outside the Kingdom, issuing the passengers' orders, 

booking the residence for them, and having transportation made available to them during their 

stay until their departure.  The section will then inform the Deanship of Employees’ Affairs of 

the expenses and will include the relevant invoices concerning residence directed to the Financial 

Management for payment of financial dues. 

6. Halls Section: The section comprises the following units: Hall Reservation Unit; 

Hall Organization Unit; Public Relations Student Training Unit. 

Section Tasks: This Section is responsible for hall reservation for lectures, meetings, 

seminars, and conferences on campus, and for addressing and coordinating with the relevant 

authorities for such occasions.  It also prepares halls with their full contents for special events, 

coordinates with the University Studies Centre for Girls and the Science Section of Malaz for 

females, and with the production and broadcasting centre for the transmission of events through 

the closed-circuit television (if required).  This section is also responsible for the adoption and 

stamping of media posters that come to the Section and for coordinating with the Services 

Section for the distribution of those posters on campus. It also takes upon itself to prepare 

welcome placards, make reservation for the exhibitions to be held at the university, to provide 

the services needed, and to supervise and follow-up on the process of training students of the 

Section of Public Relations. 
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7. Administrative Affairs Section: This section comprises: Staff Unit; Training Programs 

and Training Unit, Newspapers and Magazines Subscription Unit, Custody Unit, and 

Administrative Communication Unit 

Section Tasks: The section manages the university’s subscriptions to newspapers and 

magazines and distributes them to all University units according to the policies and procedures 

stipulated. It also supervises the staff’s files in the administration using modern technology, 

supervises the staff’s attendance record and regular and emergency leaves. Also, it supervises the 

staff’s training programs and training, and follows up their administrative affairs with the Staff 

Affairs Administration and supervises the Administrative Communication Unit in the Section 

and submits a weekly work report. 

8. Examining Professors Section: 

Section Tasks: The section takes care of all the affairs that concern the examiner, whether 

coming from the Kingdom or abroad; it receives the request from the college or the Deanship, 

and addresses the relevant authority to secure the approval of both the University and the 

Ministry of Education to invite the visiting professors in order to take the necessary action from 

outside the Kingdom.  The Section s orders the passengers, booking the residence and providing 

transportation after receiving the information to the receptionist and while he is leaving. He also 

attends the Deanship of Personnel Affairs, which was provided to the examiner, with the bills 

attached to the financial administration to pay the dues. 

The Publics of Public Relations Management at King Saud University 

‘Public relations’ at King Saud University targets a wide variety of publics; however, the 

publics can be divided into two sections: First, the strategic publics, who are the students, faculty 

members, and university staff; Second: the general publics, businessmen, government 

institutions, parents and the community in general. The media are considered among the external 

strategic publics who are very important for public relations because they are vital to the success 

of its mission to all its publics, both public and private. (Rasem Al-Jammal and Khayrat Obaid 

2013, p. 69) In addition, Male and female graduates, local and universal universities and 

everyone connected with higher and general education are deemed among the university’s 

publics. 

Male and female students: Faculty Members: Male and female graduates 

Businessmen and community: government institutions: the media: Parents: 

Local and international universities: government and community institutions in general. 

Task-Based Strategic Orientations of Public Relations Management 

The Public Relations and Media Management is guided by a vision of commitment 

towards leadership and excellence in the organization of events and activities held or hosted by 

the University, as well as excellence in serving the university's internal and external publics. The 

mission of the management’s is embodied in the presentation of a unique organization of the 

university's activities and events in a manner that contributes to highlighting the true and genuine 

image of the university and its civilizational role in serving the community.  As for the 

objectives of public relations and media management, according to its annual report, the 

management seeks to create the favourable circumstances that help to increase the University’s 

contribution to community development and enhance awareness of the various activities and 

services it offers and strengthen its relationship with media institutions and increase society’s 

awareness of its mission, objectives, policies and achievements.  In addition, the management 

seeks to strengthen and develop the relationship between the University and the various bodies 

and institutions in the country and the private sector, in addition to responding to the criticism of 
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the university which may affect its image in society. (Public Relations and Media Management 

Annual Report 2018) 

Means of Public Relations and Mass Communication Management at KSU 

First: Internal Media: 

1- Risalat Aljameah (University Message): Risalat Aljameah is the first medium of 

internal communication   at King Saud University.  The first university newspaper in the 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the Arabian Peninsula, it was a weekly university newspaper that 

was established in 1975, as the first issue came out on 2/12/1975 with the purpose of training 

Section of Mass Communication students (Journalism and Public Relations).  At that time it 

followed the Department of Mass Communication and was supervised by a faculty member from 

the same department, and students participated in its management.  Today it follows the Dean, 

and coordination with the Department of Mass Communication still exists. (Dr. Fahad Al-

Tayyash 2019) (Abdullah Al-Fulaij 2019) 

2- Weekly Report: The Weekly Report plays a pivotal role in delivering the University 

vision to its internal and external publics.  That Report was created in order to train students of 

Radio and Television in 2009 through the preparation of press reports, television filming, the 

broadcaster and television presenter, television editor and director. 

3- Management’s Internet Accounts: PR and Media Management created Internet 

accounts in Twitter, Face Book, and Instagram, but, up to the time of writing tis paper, they have 

not been completely activated, as reported by the PR and Media Manager. http://ksu.edu.sa 

4- University’s Social Media Accounts: the University has Internet Social Media 

Accounts (Twitter, Face Book, YouTube, Google Plus) which are well activated, but the those 

accounts are managed by the Deanship of Electronic Transactions in coordination with public 

relations as concerns the content of those account, although the management and content of those 

accounts are supposed to be the responsibility of public relations. http://ksu.edu.sa 

5- University Website: The University has a very active website at the time when the 

KSU represented by public relations is less dependent on traditional media.  Therefore, the PR 

started to depend on the website to publicize its news to its various publics, (both in Arabic and 

English). 

6- Conferences, Seminars and Lectures: Conferences, seminars and lectures 

represented an important factor in Public relations at King Saud University as a unique means of 

communication. Those conferences gave public relations great reputation, which in turn added to 

positive reputation to the University as well, until it became a major reference in this respect, and 

many private and government bodies seek its assistance to organize their activities and events 

such as international conferences and events. 

7- The Electronic Screens: PR has a very effective means of communicating with its 

internal publics, which are electronic flat screens spread throughout the university and its 

corridors. There is also a giant screen at the University’s entrance to publicize the university’s 

major events and messages to its internal and external publics. 

Second: External Media: 

The Department of Mass Communication in Public Relations and Media Management 

manages the communication process with the media outside the University to publicize its news 

on all levels and in all forms such as: 

1- All-Type Newspapers: In relation to its news, ‘public relations’ coordinates with 

Saudi newspapers, although it has recently begun to abandon traditional newspapers and focus 

on online newspapers and news websites. 
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2- Saudi Press Agency (SPA): Saudi Press Agency is the number one choice as 

concerns import and breaking news.  SPA is an outlet for publishing in other Saudi media. 

3- Saudi Radio Broadcast: ‘Public Relations’ depends on Saudi radio broadcasting and 

other private radio stations for the publication of news to its publics and communicating with 

them, as radio still plays an important role despite the spread of other modern media. 

4- Saudi Television Broadcast: Television is the first choice when it comes to 

important news, especially when there are big events like the sponsorship of conferences and 

graduation ceremonies by senior state officials. PR coordinates with television authorit ies via 

Ministry of Information for coverage of its events and activities. 

Management-Related Public Relations Sections 

Many PR managements that are spread at King Saud University are connected with the 

General Management either directly or indirectly, as many sections have been established in the 

colleges and supporting deanships to perform the tasks of public relations and their various 

activities in these bodies. Those managements were establishment in 2007.  There are over 20 of 

them and they vary in the number of their staff and capacities. Therefore, the researcher has 

studied a limited number of managements divided according to college specializations which 

those managements follow or the activities that the supporting deanships perform. 

Of those managements that support the University’s Public Relations Management is 

Public Relations Management at the Medical City at King Saud University, which is one of the 

largest and most important supporting managements at KSU according to the nature of its daily 

performance. PR and Media Management at the Medical City at KSU in a unique manner that is 

consistent with the performance of the General Management at the University.  It manages its 

social media accounts on the Internet (Twitter, Instagram, and Snap Chat), as well as its 

interactive electronic website, both in Arabic and English, in addition to a network of internal 

daily announcements concerning the Medical City activities.  In order to serve the employees of 

the Medical City, the Management has created an electronic website (ICT) especially to 

communicate internally with the Medical City employees. The Management has a number of 

sub-managements at health colleges; the number of their employees is about 25 most of whom 

work at the central office of the City, and 70% of whom speak English. The Management 

communicates directly with various media and is directly connected with the executive manager 

of the City. The management also trains the male and female students at the Department of Mass 

Communication (Journalism and Public Relations Majors). (Abdurrahman Al-Mansour, 2019) 

In another PR Management at the College of Arts, Mr. Khalid Al-Khudairi, the 

Management supervisor stated that the Management has social media accounts, though not 

activated, but the College Electronic website is managed from the female section and is 

connected with the main University website. As for communication with press media and 

external activities, ii is done through cooperation with University Public Relations, as the 

Management arranges an annual meeting for the Dean and faculty members with the students. 

The Management has three employees and is assisted by Mass Communication students who are 

given training in management. There is still some lack of understanding of the role of public 

relations at the college, although there has been some progress in the High Management’s 

acknowledgment of the role of Management. (Khalid Al-Khudairi 20219) 

With regard to public relations at some institutions and supporting deanships, Mr. 

Abdullah Al-Assem, Manager of Public Relations and Media at King Abdullah Institute for 

Research and Consulting Studies, has been interviewed; he has stated that the Management has 

seven employees, four of whom are specialized in Mass Communication and Public Relations, 
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but the Institute does not have social media accounts.  The Institute, he adds, is interested in 

marketing, the Management is directly linked with the Manager and the Institute’s Website id 

old and has not been updated, nor is it interactive. (Abdullah Al-Assem 2019) 

As concerns the viewpoint of the Manager of Public Relations and Media Management at 

KSU, he believes that many managements at the University have been established to facilitate 

both the work of those units at the University and their communication with the centre, as they 

are directly connected with the media. As concerns internal organization and internal activities, 

the managements are independent in their management of internal activities. (Khalid Al-Ajmi 

2019). 

Relationship of the Section of Public Relations with the University Rector 

It is a commonplace that the role of the Rector is to lead the university with all its 

employees. Studies show that the Rectors of American universities spend 21-40% of their time in 

practicing public relations. Studies also affirm that over 30% of university rectors meet with PR 

managers at their universities more often than they meet any other person at the university.  This 

is natural and good, because PR managers are directly linked with the university rector, so it is 

ordinary for the PR manager to start his practical day with a meeting with the rector to brief him 

on all important management-related issues.  

( العالي-التعليم-في-العامة-العالقات http://dralabdali.com/) 

That fact is that there are many other factors that play a role in the success of the process 

of managing PR and Media at KSU to perform its tasks at the forefronts of which is the type of 

the Leader Personality which is that of a university rector which in itself affects the university 

reputation, positively or negatively.  A commanding personality reinforces the positive image of 

a university and strengthens its credibility. Therefore, the role of a university rector is very 

crucial and it is essential in assisting Public Relations to reach its own community, achieve its 

goals and create a positive mental image about the university. That comes as a natural result of 

the rector’s understanding of the important and essential role of public relations at a university.  

It is worth noting that the media at KSU play an important role in the coverage of news about the 

rector, especially during the days of applying for admission to university, during his patronage or 

opening of conferences and symposia held at the university, or advertisements on university 

posts.  Thus, coordination with the university rector through PR programs has a positive impact 

on the image of the university in the minds of the public, in addition to the media of all types. 

The university rector has an official and interactive social media account (Twitter), through 

which he communicates with the university’s internal and external publics. 

 

Methodology of the Study 

Study Type: This is a descriptive and analytical study that goes beyond the mere 

description of the elements of the phenomenon and analyses and interprets the factors that led to 

its emergence. In the course of this study, the researcher describes, analyzes and interprets the 

features and elements of development witnessed by the Public Relations and Media 

Management, at King Saud University. The study used the case study methodology, which is one 

of the qualitative research methods, which is used when the researcher needs to understand or 

explain a phenomenon. (Roger Weimer and Joseph Dominique, trans. Abo Issba’, Saleh and 

Mansour, Farouk p. 2). This methodology depends on observations, videos and pictures, 

interviewing context, and analysis of all visual facts and tools used by a person and is part of 

their job, or helps him in doing his job. Context interviewing goes on for 4-5 hours and for 

several days or weeks, depending on the situation and the environment in which the interview is 
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taking place. (Government Service Design Manual, p. 2). Several in-depth interviews were 

conducted by the researcher with many officials and management personnel, former and current, 

as well as supervising management the management’s work and comparing it with output. As for 

the study tools, data were collected through observation, interviews, publications and annual 

reports available to the Department. 

The study sample: the study sample was PR Management at KSU, as well as other PR 

managements attached to it. 

Through the application of follow-up, observation and interview methods, the researcher 

found out that the number of employees of the management is more than 45 staff, distributed at 

different levels as leaders and technicians, and from various disciplines, but the majority of them 

are specialized in Mass Communication and Public Relations. Therefore, this gives the 

management a good dimension as it can implement its programs in the desired manner, to which 

the senior administration of the university aspires. 

 

Results 

First: Roles of Public Relations: 

The results of the open, in-depth and participant-observation interviews that the 

researcher applied in his study found out that the roles of public relations are, as a matter of fact, 

limited, as mentioned in the public relations tasks, and are executed by the departments which 

the management follows. The daily work the management does is communicating with press 

media and taking care of publicity (Media Relation), as well as performing special events. 

Therefore, the Management lacks the applications of two-way communication models, consistent 

and inconsistent, focusing on the public news and publicity sometimes, especially if the 

university is experiencing a crisis. (In-depth Interview with Khalid Al-Ajmi 2019) 

The roles played by the management staff are predominantly those of the communication 

technician, and in most cases they carry out executive work. The Manager, on the other hand, 

concentrates on the role of communication facilitator and problem-solving facilitator, while he is 

supposed to play the role of the expert.  It is also presumed that there is a supervisor of the 

management, a faculty member, specialized in public relations to play that role. (Assane’ 2019) 

Second: Relation with Media and Methods of Enhancement It: 

As regards the role of public relations in enhancing its relationship with the media, the 

findings of the study have resulted in convincing the employees that the relationship of public 

relations management with the media is an inevitable one. The two parties must cooperate, 

because the management needs the media as means of transmitting its messages to the public. 

The media also need the management because it is the source of news. It is therefore necessary to 

reach common ground between the two parties based on understanding and harmony. It is also 

necessary to overcome the difficulties facing the relationship between the two parties through 

several steps, including: Issuing annual I.D. cards for media professionals to cover the university 

news to enable them to enter all the car parks on the university premises, to welcome them 

cordially in the management and be hospitable to them, or even invite them to lunch at the 

university restaurant when they come to cover a certain event. It is also recommended that their 

missions be made easy and they receive all forms of support from the management including 

computers, fax machines and Internet connection to send their news to their institutions or 

stations. 

Moreover, offering media professionals souvenirs and certificates of appreciation at the 

end of the year and delivering news to them as much as possible through e-mail, fax and other 
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means of communication, giving them an opportunity to meet with university officials to take the 

correct information from the official sources, and facilitate press interviews with these officials, 

and visiting press institutions by senior university officials can all be good ways of strengthening 

the relationship between PR management and media professionals. 

Third: Major Problems that Face Public Relations and Hinder Its Ambition 

The results of the study have shown that the non-application of Grunig’s two-way 

symmetrical communication model is one of the most important problems facing management. 

The reason is the employees’ inefficiency in implementing it or because there is no expert in 

management to help in utilizing this model of communication.  Although the management’s 

main interest is to publish in the press media or in the Management’s own media, there is little 

research conducted in the management, whether qualitative or quantitative, for the above –

mentioned reasons. 

The results of the study have also concluded that the non-application of reward and 

punishment system upon employees according to their excellence or default in the completion of 

the work because of the system of the Civil Service Bureau is one of the most important 

problems and challenges that prevent the achievement of the desired development of 

management to the optimum.  Besides, the lack of training and qualification opportunities for 

the management staff, especially in the professional aspects that relate to the exercise of public 

relations, the scarcity of speakers of English – a fact that hinders many of the management staff 

from escorting foreign guests – and  which places a burden on the supervisor since he is the only 

one who speaks English fluently, and then comes a lack of material incentives and the delay of 

promotions, -- all these factor are obstacles in the development of PR management. Although the 

management staff enjoy a three-month salary, that is not sufficient, in addition to the interference 

of the work of some departments of the University with the work of the management at the 

university with the work of management. 

It must be added that the promotion system at King Saud University is not in favour of 

the public relations or its staff.  Once the employee gets promoted, he must move on to job he 

has been promoted to, even if it was outside management. Other staff members, moreover, may 

be promoted to PR jobs; that is an injustice as well as an obstacle for PR staff members; this lays 

much stress on PR management and abolishes “professionalism” within public relations and 

causes a shortage of high media positions at the University. 

The lack of innovation in the content of social networks is another obstacle to the 

development of the management. There are no news stories, creative visual content or creative 

information drawings created by the Management of Public Relations and Media. The researcher 

has also noted the absence of the idea of making the event (Pseudo-events)  in case the 

university is absent in the media for a long time. 

Fourth: Efforts of Public Relations in the University with the public –Students –Professors-

Parents, & others: 

The results of this applied study have demonstrated that communication between the 

University and its various publics is one of the main goals and duties of University represented 

by Public Relations Management.  However, due to its administrative nature of it being, like 

other universities in Saudi Arabia, a state university funded by the government, there has been a 

palpable deficit towards its public in recent years, as well as its depending on the Deanship of 

Students’ Affairs, which is the body responsible for all activities that concern students.  

Management documents have revealed that in the past it tried to establish an orientation 

program for new students at the beginning of student registration, but the result were 
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unsatisfactory as students showed little interest in the program.  At the time, students’ sole 

interest was to secure admission at the university, in addition to the absence of the culture of 

guidance and direction in Saudi society; it is quite rare to find a student’s parent enquire about 

the university and its potentials, contrary to the case in Western societies, for a variety of 

reasons, one of which is free education in the Kingdom. (Al-Ajmi 2016) 

The management has special and diplomatic passports issued for university officials and 

some faculty members, in addition to having special passports renewed. The management also 

sends invitation cards to faculty members on different events and occasions, and it contacts them 

as concerns university activities and representation of the university in external events.  It also 

coordinates with outside bodies as concerns thr University and university activities. 

(Management Report 2018) 

Fifth: Features and Characteristics of Human Forces: 

With regards to human cadres, the results of the applied study concluded that the Public 

Relations and Media Management does not suffer from quantitative or qualitative deficiency. 

The number of administrative staff, in fact, corresponds naturally to the size of the university (45 

employees). Therefore, we see that the different sections of the management are complete in 

terms of number, but on the contrary there are some sections in which the number of staff is 

greater than the actual need.  In terms of quality, moreover, the management has many qualified 

personnel that can do its work scientifically, as there are many specialists in public relations and 

media who hold high degrees such as Masters. Many others have the technical ability to work in 

the management as professionals such as the secretariat, correspondence and other executive 

functions. This result in its final analysis indicates the possibility of benefiting from these cadres 

in achieving further development of public relations and media management at the university. 

(As-Sane’ 2017 In-depth Interview) 

Sixth: Relationship with Writers and Contacting Them: 

As for the relationship with writers, the case is different from dealing with journalists.  It 

is of great importance that the University and PR and Media Management give writers special 

priority and position by taking care of contacting them, securing the contact addresses, and 

inviting them and having them write on topics and events of special interest to the University, as 

well as providing them with services when they need them.  It is also recommended that Risalat 

Al-Jameah newspaper be sent to their addresses. It is also of great importance to organize a lunch 

or dinner part every term or year with the press professionals and to contact them to survey the 

extent of their satisfaction with the University and to take their suggestions and provide them 

with needed information and news about the University.  It is recommended that officials from 

the University high administration attend such events. (An-Nafe’, 2017, In-depth Interview) 

Seventh: Comparison of Public Relations at KSU with Public Relations Bodies in Other 

Organizations: 

Based on the above, and in light of reading the results of this and other studies, the 

researcher can affirm that Public Relations and Media Management at King Saud University has 

achieved some development. Nevertheless, the researcher believes the management still needs to 

exert more efforts and benefit from the experience of PR managements in other institutions 

which have operative managements, such as Aramco and Sabic and other institutions, especially 

so because such institutions attach their own PR managements the  utmost importance, 

especially within the administrative and organizational structure of management.  As for the 

comparison between PR management at King Saud University with that at other universit ies, I 

believe, according to observation and documents, that the management at KSU is ahead of that at 
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other universities quantitatively and qualitatively, although other universities have started to give 

more attention to public relations. Those universities had  sent a number of their PR employees 

to learn about the development and progress made by King Saud University in public relations 

management, based on directions from the rectors of those universities. 

Generally speaking, Public relations at King Saud University is one of the best PR 

managements at Saudi universities and one of the advanced managements in among government 

agencies as evidenced by other government agencies seeking help from KSU management staff 

to contribute in the organization of various special occasions such as international conferences 

and many other events. 

General Observations on Management 

1-The Management has no Planning and Research Section due to absence of needed 

qualified personnel 

2-A large number of Management employees are graduates of Mass Communication 

Department or other departments, who still need more training and incentives; they have worked 

for a long time on daily executive aspects. 

3-The Management has an excellent infrastructure of computers, Fax machines, Internet 

and other means of communication. 

4-The Management has not benefitted from Social Media to communicate with its 

publics, particularly the students who represent the largest portion that relies almost entirely on 

such media. 

5-The Management does not issue any internal bulletin under its own supervision; it 

would be best to have an electronic bulletin in line with the development of university publics. 

6-Department of Mass Communication in Management still relies on traditional media as 

its first choice to publicize university news. 

7-Absence of creative ideas in activities and dependence mainly on the traditional aspect. 

8-Absence of internal activities of university employees. 

 

Recommendations 

Enhancing the Role of Public Relations at the University 

Strengthening the role of public relations at the university is important and vital as it 

helps the university in the performance of its role. It should be a general goal of the university 

through the following: 

The researcher believes in the formation of a committee to supervise the activities and 

tasks of Public Relations and Media Management (Communication Board) at the University. 

Such Board must include a supervisor, Head of the Department of Mass Communication, three 

MC department faculty members, the Supervisor of Television Broadcasting and Production 

Centre, the Supervisor of Risalat Al-Jameah Newspaper, a faculty member from Scientific 

Colleges, a member from the Humanities Colleges, and one member from the Medical Colleges. 

This Board will be connected with the University Rector, and its tasks would be correcting the 

management, setting plans and strategies for press policy in the university, as well as making 

plans to deal with media crises when they occur. In addition, the Board will provide the 

necessary material capabilities such as new cars and communication devices as well as financial 

support and incentives in the form of an increase of the three-month bonus to six months per year 

in line with the practice in other institutions, in addition to other material incentives.  

Other recommendations are the following:  
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• The publication of a periodic public relations internal bulletin, either monthly or semi-

annually;  

• Assigning roles to the staff, such as planning conferences;  

• Planning ceremonies and visits;  

• Encouraging and training new young employees and providing them with the opportunity 

to prove themselves;  

• The need for a supervisor specialized in public relations, in the case of the absence of a 

specialized supervisor in coordination with the Department of Mass Communication in 

this regard. 

It is imperative that the senior management understands the special importance of the role 

of public relations, in strengthening the ties with relevant third parties such as the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs and Saudi Airlines and others. Therefore, it is necessary to find a strong 

incentive for officials of these and other bodies in order to strengthen ties with those officials in 

order to help the university to accomplish some of the tasks that are characterized as 

‘temporary.” – such tasks as facilitating the admission of those officials’ children to university, 

sending them invitations to attend some of the cultural and academic events of the university, 

and sending them some of the university publication s as gifts. 

The supervision of the University accounts on Social media, its daily update and 

following them up through comments is a vital and important matter. It is also important to 

develop the University’s electronic website, and to keep it continually updated and interactive to 

serve as the electronic newspaper of the university.  It is equally vital to cooperate with the 

University’s other units that are related to media, technology and the public, such as the 

Department of Mass Communication, Risalat Al-Jameah, the Deanship of Electronic 

Transactions, in order to unite efforts and benefit from all the experience available at the 

university, academic or professional, even from the students. 
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Abstract 

This study utilizes a hybrid content analysis to probe how the Andrew Gillum and Ron 

DeSantis (Governor) and Bill Nelson and Rick Scott (Senate) campaigns’ communication 

strategies influenced media coverage and public opinion in the 2018 Florida midterm elections. 

Utilizing an agenda-building perspective, the study investigates which campaign was most 

successful in setting the media and public agenda across the two elections. Collected data 

includes issue statements, press releases, campaign tweets, email content, Florida media 

coverage, and trending hashtags via Twitter. Findings suggest that the DeSantis campaign was 

the most successful in achieving agenda-building influence, while the Scott campaign, which 

engaged in an intercandidate attack strategy, was the least successful in an agenda-building 

capacity. Further, the data suggest that campaign Twitter content overall was not effective in 

leveraging influence in public opinion. Such findings offer theoretical insights for agenda-

building as well as practical implications for the field of political public relations.   

 

Keywords: agenda-building; political public relations; news management; hybrid content 

analysis; supervised machine learning



Introduction 

 No state is more critical to the makeup of national politics in the United States than Florida; 

it is the lynch pin of U.S. politics. After California and Texas, Florida is tied with New York for 

the third most votes in the Electoral College. With a diverse population over 20 million residents 

and a fragile ecosystem, the state is highly reflective of the United States overall in terms of issue 

prevalence (Fineout, 2018). Themes such as gun safety, healthcare, education, job growth, 

environmental preservation, and immigration take center stage in the state’s political theater. Due 

to its balanced partisan makeup, Florida is also the most unpredictable of U.S. swing states. The 

national result of the 2000 presidential election between George W. Bush and Al Gore was 

decided in Florida by a difference of 537 votes (Elving, 2018), or a margin of .00009% (Florida 

Department of State, 2018a); similarly, the 2004 presidential election saw a victory margin of 

.005% (Florida Department of State, 2018b).  

Understanding Florida’s history of turbulent election seasons that play out in global 

media coverage, in tandem with the continuing polarization of U.S. politics (Tyson, 2018), the 

2018 Florida midterm election posed an ideal case for study. Specifically, the gubernatorial and 

Senate races proved to be the most critical in the scope of the state’s overall election season. In 

the gubernatorial race, Tallahassee mayor Andrew Gillum (Democrat) was defeated by Florida 

Congressman Ron DeSantis (Republican). In the Senate race, three-term incumbent Bill Nelson 

(Democrat) was defeated by out-going Florida governor Rick Scott (Republican). Both outcomes 

were decided after mandatory voting recounts triggered by final vote counts that were well 

within the margin for error (.0039% in the gubernatorial race and .0012% in the Senate race).   

The unique role played by Rick Scott across both races makes the two elections 

especially interesting. Serving as Florida’s governor during the election season, while also 

running for Senate, Scott created a unique bridge between the two races, namely in trying to 

conjointly influence public perception of the Democratic candidates. He regularly cited the 

danger of the “Gillum-Nelson-Socialism ticket” (Rick Scott for Senate, 2018, para. 3) as a dual 

political move that framed Gillum as a radical socialist in the gubernatorial race. This attack 

strategy linked Nelson with Gillum’s more left-leaning views, framing the liberally-moderate 

Nelson in the Senate race as in agreement with the radical socialist Gillum. Given Rick Scott’s 

unique role in linking the communication strategies across the Florida gubernatorial and Senate 

races, this study seeks to investigate an intercandidate agenda-building effect across the Gillum 

and DeSantis campaigns of Florida’s gubernatorial race and the Nelson and Scott campaigns of 

Florida’s Senate race. This is achieved through an understanding of how each campaign used 

news management tactics (Leiber & Golan, 2011) to strategically set election issues and 

stakeholders among media coverage and public opinion.  

Literature Review 

Political Public Relations 

The importance of public relations in political campaigning is of growing interest in the 

academy. Since Donald Trump’s election to the U.S. presidency, the currency and visibility of 

political public relations has grown exponentially. Strömbäck and Kiousis define political public 

relations as "the management process by which an organization or individual for political 

purposes, through purposeful communication and action, seeks to influence and to establish, 

build, and maintain beneficial relationships and reputations with its key publics to help support 

its mission and achieve its goals" (2011, p. 25). The distinction of political public relations as a 

sub-branch of public relations addresses its uniquely political context, i.e. it involves core public 

relations tactics for image maintenance of political candidates, parties, and institutions at all 
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stages of governance and campaigning (Kiousis & Strömbäck, 2011).Throughout the 2018 

Florida mid-term elections, political candidates utilized various news management tactics to 

dominate the media conversation, both traditional and digital, to propel their respective issues 

and perspectives to the forefront of public debate. This media bombardment is typical of 

electioneering in which candidates seek to influence the media’s agenda, and hence the public 

agenda, through information subsidies such as press releases, political advertising, speeches, etc. 

(Leiber & Golan, 2011).  

Agenda-Setting & Agenda-Building 

Agenda-setting was first coined by McCombs and Shaw (1972) and, to date, has been 

cited in over 11,000 studies. Such a citation index demonstrates wide academic acceptance that 

“voters learn from the immense quantity of information available [in the media] during each 

campaign” (McCombs & Shaw, 1972, p.176). Now theoretically referred to as first level agenda-

setting, it presupposes the saliency of objects in the scope of media coverage. A number of 

studies support such findings, including elections in Spain (Blasco-Duatis, Saez, & García, 

2018), Great Britain (Cushion, Kilby, Thomas, Morani, & Sambrook, 2018), India (Baumann, 

Zheng, & McCombs, 2018) and the United States (Guo & Vargo, 2018).    

While agenda-setting is concerned with the choice of object saliency published by the 

media, agenda-building is concerned with influencing the choice of object saliency by the media 

(Turks, 1985); i.e. the media may set the agenda for the public, but who influences and sets the 

agenda for the media? Indeed, the agenda-buiding theory is the realm of the public relations 

practitioner. According to Kiousis, Mitrook, Wu, & Seltzer, agenda-building “conceptualizes the 

process of salience formation as one of mutual influence among policy makers, media and the 

public” (2016, p.267). Agenda-building in public relations involves news management, more 

specifically the sharing of informatioin subsidies (new releases, press conferences etc.) with the 

media and the media’s attempt to obtain information from an independent source (Kiousis et al., 

2016). Agenda-building is conceptually distinct from agenda-setting in that it invovles strategic 

and purposeful attempts to impact an agenda whereas agenda-setting refers to the inadvertent 

influence of one agenda on another.  

Agenda-Building in the Election Context 

In agenda-building research, close attention is paid to the role of political candidates’ 

efforts in building both media and public agendas through various communication activities, 

specifically in election contexts. Such news management functions include press releases, 

interviews, speeches, advertising, and personal interaction via social media. The utility of 

political public relations activities in setting the agenda for media and/or public regarding 

political figures or issues is particularly effective (Albishri, et al., 2018; Kim, Xiang, & Kiousis, 

2011; Kiousis et al., 2016; Kiousis et al., 2015). For example, in studying the 2012 U.S. 

presidential election, Kiousis et al. (2015) show a strong agenda-building correlation between 

campaign messages and news reporting. 

At the state level, Kiousis et al. (2016) examine the role of candidates’ campaign 

communication for building the media agenda during Florida’s 2010 Senate election. The 

findings provide further support for the transfer of object salience from campaign messages to 

media content. The study also looked at an intermedia context, analyzing the effectiveness of 

different types of information subsides in the agenda-building process. The authors found that 

news releases, Facebook posts, YouTube videos, Twitter messages, and emails were the 

strongest agenda-building strategies that were linked with the salience formation of objects in the 

news coverage of the candidates.  
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In the same vein, Kiousis, Mitrook, Wu, and Seltzer (2006) examined agenda-building  

and agenda-setting among candidates’ news releases, media content, and public opinion in 

Florida’s 2002 gubernatorial election. The study found strong support for the agenda-building 

and agenda-setting effects between campaign messages and media coverage. To the contrary, 

weak support was found for the agenda-building effect of campaign communications on public 

opinion. 

The findings in the previous studies support the role of political public relations in the 

agenda-building process in the context political campaigns at national and state levels. However, 

with the dynamic nature of campaign communications and expression of public opinion, there is 

a constant need to incorporate emerging types of campaign information subsidies in the analysis 

of the agenda-building process. In addition, public opinion can now be evaluated in a more 

natural setting by analyzing Facebook or Twitter content on certain candidates or issues. Thus, 

the current study aims to include a variety of information subsidy tactics used by the campaigns 

in Florida’s 2018 Senate and the gubernatorial elections. 

Research Questions 

Where research on election campaigns tends to analyze the agenda-building effectiveness 

of two candidates in a single race, few studies look beyond this scope. The unique role Rick 

Scott filled in linking the gubernatorial and Senate races had a profound impact, radically 

altering the way each campaign approached its communication strategy to frame candidates, 

issues, and stakeholders across the two races. In trying to better understand this intercandidate 

agenda-building phenomenon, this study asks: 

RQ1: Which campaign was most effective in leveraging object saliency (issues and 

stakeholders) in media coverage? 

RQ2: Which campaign was most effective in leveraging object saliency (issues and 

stakeholders) in public opinion? 

Further, throughout the Florida elections both traditional and online media were used to 

influence issue salience, i.e. intermedia agenda-setting/building (Guo & Vargo, 2018). 

Supplementing such traditional public relations tactics as press releases and issues statements, 

email blasts and social networking sites have come to substantial political communications 

prominence since the 2000s. Indeed, platforms like Twitter are proving to be just as effective in 

influencing object salience in the media’s agenda during elections as are more traditional means. 

In a time of highly complex and integrated strategies for multi-media public engagement, the 

need to explore the utility of a host of platforms arises. Hence, this study asks the following: 

RQ3: Which communication platform was most effective in leveraging object saliency 

(issues and stakeholders) in media coverage? 

RQ4: Which communication platform was most effective in leveraging object saliency 

(issues and stakeholders) in public opinion? 

Methodology 

This study makes use of a hybrid content analysis in order to investigate the previously 

stated research questions. Krippendorf defines content analysis as a, “research technique for 

making replicable and valid inferences from texts … to the contexts of their use” (2004, p. 18). A 

hybrid content analysis merges the approach of coding textual documents with influences from 

both traditional human-based procedures and automated computer-driven procedures indicative 

of computational social science (Guo et al., 2016; Su et al., 2017).  

Data Collection and Sampling  

 Four types of public relations content were collected from the four campaigns: issues 
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statements (n = 36), press releases (n = 173), email content (n = 556), and Twitter content (n = 

2,149). Media coverage, collected via NewsBank (N = 1,723), consisted of seven newspapers 

representing a majority of region across the state as well as primary media markets: The Tampa 

Bay Times, the Orlando Sentinel, the Miami Herald, the Sun Sentinel, the Florida Times-Union, 

the Northwest Florida Daily News, and the Fort Myers Florida Weekly. Public opinion was 

assessed via public tweets that used the hashtag #FloridaElection (N = 3,311). Assessing public 

opinion via social media hashtags is growing as an accepted mass communication method for 

public opinion tracking (Albishri et al., 2019). Data were collected from the conclusion of the 

gubernatorial primary election to the conclusion of voting on the day of the general election, i.e. 

from August 29, 2018 through November 6, 2018, in all a total of 70 days. The results in this 

study reflect the coding and analysis of the following data sample (N = 7, 293): issue statements: 

n = 36, press releases: n = 122, emails: n = 260, campaign tweets: n = 2,098, newspapers: n = 

1,466, and public tweets: n = 3,311.  

Coding Protocol 

Data was coded using a keyword recognition algorithm and trained via supervised 

machine learning. Where human coding must rely on intercoder reliability tests to guarantee 

consistency of coding across all human coders, computer-based coding offers perfect 

consistency. Keyword-based computer assisted content analysis will always code a sample 

identically no matter how many times instructed to do so. However, with a lack of critical 

intelligence, keyword-based automated coding is incapable of identifying unexpected variation, 

or employ reasoning skills to determine if a stakeholder or issue is present outside of the given 

keyword list (Matthes & Kohring, 2008). Therefore, supervised machine learning (Burscher, 

Vliegenthart, & de Vreese, 2015) was used to train the algorithm to better recognize issues and 

stakeholders through human-based training. A random sub-sample (n = 420) was coded by the 

computer, the results of which were then checked and verified by four human coders for correct 

determinations, false positives (Type I error in coding), and false negatives (Type II error in 

coding). Based on qualitative observations from the human coders, the automated keyword list 

was revised. This process was completed until acceptably low error rates were reached. The 

accuracy of automated coding has steadily improved with the number of human coding results 

incorporated into the algorithm. These error rates are reflected in this manuscript as the 

aggregated percent agreement upon the completion of the 420 sub-sample. For election issues, 

there was an average percent agreement of 97.9% between the automated coding algorithm and 

the human coders with a range of 86% to 100% agreement. For election stakeholders, there was 

an average percent agreement of 99.7% between the automated coding algorithm and the human 

coders with a range of 92% to 100%,  

First-level agenda-building: Stakeholders and Issues. A total of 24 unique 

stakeholders were identified prior to the coding process. The list included: (1) Rick 

Scott/Campaign, (2) Bill Nelson/Campaign, (3) Ron DeSantis/Campaign, (4) DeSantis’ running-

mate, Jeanette Núñez, (5) Andrew Gillum/Campaign, (6) Gillum’s running-mate, Chris King, (7) 

Donald Trump, (8) Mike Pence, (9) Barack Obama, (10) Joe Biden, (11) Hillary Clinton, (12) 

Bill Clinton, (13) members of the Republican leadership (Mitch McConnell, Paul Ryan, etc.), 

(14) members of the Democratic Leadership (Chuck Schumer, Nancy Pelosi, etc.), (15) foreign 

political leaders (Putin, Salman, etc.), (16) the mass media (CNN, Politico, etc.), and (17) NGOs 

and non-profits (National Rifle Association). The list of stakeholders was developed based on a 

preliminary overview of the collected data. Each stakeholder was coded under binary options: 

present or absent.  
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Ten unique campaign issues were identified prior to the coding process. The list included: 

(1) judicial/criminal justice reform, (2) bureaucratic regulation, (3) economy, (4) education, (5) 

environment, (6) healthcare, (7) immigration, (8) civil liberties/personal rights, (9) international 

relations and affairs, and (10) security. Each issue was coded by machine under binary options: 

present or absent.  

Data Analysis 

To test the first level of agenda-building, the frequencies of issues and stakeholders in the 

candidates’ campaign messages were correlated with their frequencies in media coverage and 

public opinion as represented by Twitter data. The same procedure was applied to the 

correlations among four types of campaign communication, media coverage, and public opinion. 

All the correlations were drawn using Spearman’s rho correlation because it is a conservative 

test, and it has been commonly used in many agenda-building studies (Neil et al., 2016, Zhang et 

al., 2017). 

Results 

Overall, the analysis was based on 2,516 campaign messages (34.5%), 1,466 news 

articles (20.1%), and 3,311 public tweets (45.4%). The most salient issues on the combined 

candidates’ agendas were bureaucracy (n = 417; 16.6%), education (n = 210; 8.3%), and 

healthcare (n = 186; 7.4%). The most salient stakeholders were Scott (n = 495; 19.7%), Gillum 

(n = 376; 14.9%), and Nelson (n = 367; 14.6%). For media coverage of the elections, the most 

salient issues were bureaucracy (n = 1,191; 81.2%), criminal justice (n = 606; 41.3%), and 

education (n = 604; 41.2%), whereas the most salient stakeholders were Scott (n = 1,058; 

72.2%), Gillum (n = 784; 53.5%) and DeSantis (n = 750; 51.2%). Finally, the most salient issues 

in the public agenda were bureaucracy (n = 122; 3.7%), followed by environment (n = 50; 1.5%), 

and then economy (n = 36; 1.1%). Gillum was the most salient stakeholder in public opinion 

discourse (n = 625; 18.9%), followed by DeSantis (n = 400; 12.1%), and then Scott (n = 130; 

5.8%). 

RQ1 and RQ2 were looking for which campaign was most effective in leveraging issue 

and stakeholder saliency in media coverage. Table 1 shows that among the four candidates, 

DeSantis was the most effective campaign in levering issues saliency in media (r = .723, p < .05) 

and public opinion (r = .750, p < .05). The most salient issues in DeSantis’ campaign were 

economy (n = 97; 18.5%), criminal justice (n = 76; 14.5%), and bureaucracy (n = 74; 14.1%), 

while the most salient stakeholders were DeSantis (n = 206; 39.3%), Gillum (n = 145; 27.7%), 

and Trump (n = 30; 5.7%). The saliency of stakeholders in DeSantis’ campaign was correlated 

with their saliency in media coverage (r = .646, p < .001) and public opinion (r = .796, p < .001). 

Table1. Correlations of objects salience among candidates’ campaign communication, media 

coverage and public opinion in the gubernatorial and Senate races 

Candidate’s 

Communication 
Media Agenda Public Opinion 

 Issues Stakeholders Issues Stakeholders 

Nelson  .527***  .496** 

Scott    .426** 

DeSantis .723* .646*** .750* .796*** 

Gillum .770** .632***  .611*** 

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 
 

A comparison of the gubernatorial and Senate races revealed that the correlation for the 
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transfer of objects salience between campaign communication and media in the gubernatorial 

race was significant for both DeSantis and Gillum. However, when it comes to public opinion, 

the correlations for object saliency in Gillum campaign was significant only for stakeholders (r = 

.611, p < .001). In the Senate race, Nelson’s campaign messages were only effective in 

leveraging stakeholder saliency in media coverage (r = .527, p < .001) and public opinion (r = 

.496, p < .01). Among the candidates in both races, Scott’s campaign was the least effective 

campaign to leverage object saliency in media and public opinion. The correlations of object 

salience between Scott’s campaign and public opinion was only significant for stakeholders (r = 

.426, p < .01). 

RQ3 and RQ4 ask which communication platform was most effective in leveraging object 

saliency (issues and stakeholders) in media coverage. Table 2 compares the differences among 

four types of communication in their correlations with object saliency in media coverage and 

public opinion. The correlation between the four types of communication and media coverage in 

terms of objects’ salience was significant in eight out of eight correlations. However, the transfer 

of object salience from different types of campaign messages to public opinion was supported by 

six out of eight correlations. The only two occasions where the first level agenda-building was 

not evident was for the correlations of issues between campaign tweets and public opinion as 

well as between issue statements and public opinion.  

Table2. Correlations of objects salience among types of campaign communication, media 

coverage and public opinion in Florida elections 

Types of 

communication 
Media Coverage Public Opinion 

 Issues Stakeholders Issues Stakeholders 

Campaign Tweets .709*  .565***    .685*** 

Emails  .794**  .563*** .669* .513** 

Issue Statements .659* .490**  .453** 

Press Releases  .875**  .696*** .723*   .645*** 

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 
 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study is two-fold; first, it introduces the perspective of an inter-

candidate agenda-building phenomenon, one that was carried out in the unique role Rick Scott 

filled in both running for a Senate seat while also serving as governor during the 2018 Florida 

midterm election. Second, the study expands existing scholarship by exploring the effectiveness 

of an intermedia (Guo & Vargo, 2018) agenda-building strategy, namely how different 

communication platforms performed in leveraging issue and stakeholder saliency in media 

coverage and public opinion.   

Primary Findings 

The primary finding of this study suggests that the DeSantis campaign was the most 

effective in influencing object saliency, both issues and stakeholders in both the media and the 

public agenda. Interestingly, the Scott campaign was the least effective in achieving an agenda-

building effect out of the four campaigns, only leveraging stakeholder saliency among public 

opinion. This finding suggests that the Scott campaign’s attempt to engage in intercandidate 

agenda-building may have actually weakened the ability of the campaign’s communication 

strategy to effectively influence object saliency in either the media or the public’s agenda.    

The secondary finding of this study suggests while all four campaigns communication 
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platforms (issue statements, press releases, email blasts, and tweets) were highly effective in 

influencing the media’s agenda, press releases and email blasts were the most effective in terms 

of influencing the public’s agenda, i.e. intermedia agenda-building. Namely, while all four 

platforms were effective in leveraging stakeholder saliency in public opinion, issue statements 

and campaign tweets were ineffective in leveraging issues saliency in public opinion.  

Interestingly, there was no evidence to suggest that the digital types of communication 

(campaign tweets and emails) are different from the traditional types of communication (issue 

statements and press releases) in leveraging objects saliency at the media and public opinion 

levels. These results are consistent with Albishri et al.’s (2019) findings, which show that digital 

and traditional types of communication used by the Saudi and U.S. governments during Trump’s 

visit to the Middle East have relatively equal effectiveness at the first level of agenda-building. 

Contribution to Theory 

This study makes two key contributions to theory; first, the current findings support 

existing literature on the efficacy of the first-level of the agenda-building theory in the political 

public relations context. That is, the four political campaigns of Florida’s 2018 gubernatorial and 

Senate elections were, to varying degrees of success, able to use utilize public relations content 

to engage in news management behavior to influence issue and stakeholder saliency in media 

coverage of the elections as well as public opinion. Further, in exploring the intercandidate 

strategy of the Rick Scott campaign, i.e. using his role as then-governor of Florida during his bid 

for one of the state’s Senate seats, the findings suggest that such a two-pronged communication 

strategy may have actually diminished the ability of his campaign to engage in effective agenda-

building. This allowed his opponent; then-Senator Bill Nelson, to more strongly influence object 

saliency in the Senate election.  

Beyond content strategy, the study also contributes to the literature on the agenda-

building theory in exploring the viability of an intermedia agenda-building strategy. The findings 

of this study support the findings of Kiousis et al. (2016) which suggest that social media-based 

public relations content can be highly effective in influencing object saliency in news coverage 

of elections. However, the study concurrently provides mixed support for the findings of Kiousis 

et al. (2006) which suggests that political public relations content overall is significantly less 

effective in influencing object saliency in public opinion. Namely, while press releases and email 

blasts were effective in influencing public opinion, campaign tweets and issues statements were 

not. Given the relationship between agenda-setting and agenda-building, it can be surmised that 

the theory of agenda-building has natural implications for the realm of journalism and media 

coverage, however, in the realm of political public relations the theory still requires further 

research to determine the effectiveness of certain communication platforms in the realm of 

public opinion.  

Practical Implications 

The findings of this study offer relevance for practical application, particularly where the 

Scott campaign used an inter-race communication strategy to link the moderate Bill Nelson with 

the further-left leaning Andrew Gillum in the gubernatorial race. This strategy diverged the 

issues which the Scott campaign addressed across two races, rather than just the Senate race 

alone. This multi-race attack strategy most likely significantly weakened the ability of the Scott 

campaign to dominate any single issue. For example, one of the Scott campaign’s biggest issues 

was the revision of federal bureaucracy in Washington, regularly addressed via such issues as 

career politicians, full-time work for full-time pay, and the relationship between Congress and 

lobbyists. Despite this being one of the Scott campaign’s key issue, it was the Nelson campaign 
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who ultimately was able to cement ownership over the issue.  

A second implication of this study involves the use of social media, specifically Twitter, 

as a political public relations tool to achieve an agenda-building affect. Where social media-

based campaign content has been shown, both in this study and previous literature (Kiousis et al., 

2016), to be effective in influencing media coverage, it has equally been shown to be ineffective 

in influencing public opinion. Therefore, where democratic elections are predicated on the ability 

of a campaign to influence public sentiment as a means to influence voting behavior, influencing 

public opinion is a key responsibility of a campaign communication strategy. Interestingly, 

digital communications overall were no less effective in an agenda-building capacity than were 

traditional public relations materials. It is therefore suggested that campaigns should rely on 

other more effective platforms for influencing public opinion, such as press releases and email 

blasts, while utilizing Twitter to influence media coverage more exclusively.  

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

A limitation of this study involves the levels of agenda-building addressed. Specifically, 

the study addresses the first-level of the agenda-building theory, i.e. object saliency. While it 

does offer insight into the ability of the four campaigns to influence issues and stakeholders in 

media coverage and public opinion, it is limiting to more in-depth and complex insights. A 

suggestion for future research would be to address the second-level of agenda-building to better 

understand not only what issues and stakeholders were salient between the two races, but also 

what attributes were used to frame such issues and stakeholders. Additionally, a second 

suggestion for future research would be to also address third-level agenda-building, using a 

network analysis to map and better understand how the four campaigns were able to link and 

relate certain issues and stakeholders to each other, and the campaigns respectively, in the scope 

of the media’s agenda and the public’s agenda.  

Conclusion 

The current study uses a political public relations context to better understand how the 

Gillum and DeSantis (Governor) and Nelson and Scott (Senate) campaigns leveraged their 

communication strategies to achieve an intercandidate agenda-building effect in Florida’s 2018 

midterm election. Findings suggest using an intercandidate approach does not best serve a 

campaign’s interest in influencing media coverage of the election as well as public opinion prior 

to election day. Further, while the prevalence of Twitter to the areas of political debate and 

political communication cannot be understated, this research suggests that the applicability of a 

political campaign using its Twitter feed to impact voters via public opinion is marginal at best. 

Such research offers critical theory building insights for scholarship as well as substantive 

implications for the public relations approach to political campaigning, i.e. political public 

relations.   
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Abstract 

In-depth interviews with executive– and junior-level PR professionals describe how 

professionals currently measure and evaluate PR and their suggestions for industry-wide 

improvement. Additional interviews with measurement and evaluation thought leaders provide 

insight and recommendations about the current and future states of PR measurement and 

evaluation 

  



 

 
 

43 

Introduction 

“Ask any group of PR practitioners around the world to list the major issues facing their 

discipline, and it is almost certain that evaluation of PR activity will be ranked highly, if not the 

number one topic” (Watson & Noble, 2014, p. 1). In an industry that is dependent on research 

and evaluation, professionals recognize that thoughtful measurement and evaluation can provide 

valuable insight. Unfortunately, public relations research and trade journal articles still highlight 

the profession’s focus on output-level metrics and the difficulty of measuring more telling 

outcomes. The purpose of this research was to address the gap between what measurement and 

evaluation should be and what it is. Twenty in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted 

with 16 executive– and junior-level professionals from agencies, corporations, and not-for-profit 

organizations across the United States along with four distinguished measurement and evaluation 

thought leaders to answer the questions: How are professionals measuring and evaluating public 

relations? Are professionals focusing on output— or outcome-level metrics? Why is AVE still 

used to measure public relations? What are common measurement and evaluation challenges? 

What are suggestions for improving measurement and evaluation?  

Literature Review 

Outputs, outtakes, and outcomes 

 Public relations metrics are often divided into three categories: outputs, outtakes, and 

outcomes. According to Lindenmann (2003), “outputs are usually the immediate results of a 

particular PR program or activity” (p. 5). Examples of output-level metrics include media 

placements or hits, impressions, reach, share of voice, and AVE. However, researchers and 

professional organizations have discredited the use of AVE and multipliers in public relations 

(AMEC, 2015; Michaelson & Stacks, 2007). Outtakes go beyond dissemination of messages and 

determine whether target audiences received, paid attention to, understood, comprehended, 

retained, or can recall the messages that were presented to them (Lindenmann, 2003). Examples 

of outtake-level metrics discussed in public relations measurement and evaluation literature 

include unique visitors, views, likes, followers, fans, clickthroughs, downloads, comments, tone, 

and sentiment (Macnamara, 2014). Outcomes measure whether public relations efforts resulted 

in opinion, attitudinal, or behavioral changes of target audiences (Lindenmann, 2003). Examples 

of outcome-level metrics discussed in public relations measurement and evaluation literature 

include influence, impact, awareness, trust, loyalty, reputation, relationships, and return on 

investment (ROI) (Macnamara, 2014). 

Research revealed that it is common for professionals to focus on measuring outputs. As 

Watson (2011) observed in his review of public relations measurement and evaluation over 110 

years, this form of evaluation has been present for decades. The 2016 Global Communications 

Report concluded that “current measurement models are still alarmingly focused on measures of 

output—such as total reach or impressions—rather than business outcomes” (USC Annenberg 

Center for Public Relations, 2016, p. 10). In an annual longitudinal analysis study of how social 

and digital media use are affecting public relations practice, Wright and Hinson (2016) found 

that “most of the measurement currently taking place focuses on outputs and content analysis 

with only about one quarter of the organizations employing outcome-based methodologies” (p. 

1). And in a content analysis of 526 Silver Anvil award-winning cases from 2010 to 2014, 

Schriner, Swenson, and Gilkerson (2017) concluded that despite consistently high measurement 

of campaign outcomes, “award-winning campaigns place even greater emphasis on output 

measures within their campaign evaluations” (p. 7). The researchers also found continued use of 

AVE in campaign evaluations (Schriner et al., 2017). 
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Measurement and evaluation challenges 

 Across studies on public relations measurement and evaluation, professionals have 

commonly cited similar obstacles that prevent them from measuring outcomes, such as cost, 

time, and lack of expertise (Thorson et al., 2015). Public relations measurement and evaluation 

have become increasingly complex with the rise of social and digital media. In a qualitative 

study of 25 public relations and communications executives, DiStaso, McCorkindale, and Wright 

(2011) found that participants felt they had more questions than answers about social 

media measurement. Specifically, participants questioned how they should measure “behavioral 

outcomes, not just reach” and how to “get concrete and meaningful measures of 

impact…influence behavior” (DiStaso et al., 2011, p. 327). In the 2017 Global Communications 

Report, 54 percent of respondents who worked at agencies and 57 percent of respondents who 

worked in-house said lack of quantifiable measurement was preventing growth (USC Annenberg 

Center for Public Relations, 2017). And in a Cision and PR Week (2018) global survey of 

communications professionals, 77 percent of respondents indicated that professionals could be 

better at measuring and demonstrating impact on business objectives. 

Standards 

As Michaelson and Stacks (2011) argued, “In order to succeed, the industry has to go 

beyond soft guidelines and accept specific measures that can be universally applied” (p. 19). 

They explained that the basis of standardized measurement systems is comparative evaluation, 

meaning that with consistent use of reliable, valid, standardized measurement systems, one can 

evaluate whether communications goals are being met (“absolute measures”), identify whether 

changes in measures are significant based on comparison with similar programs and campaigns 

that were considered successful (“relative measures”), and continuously measure progress and 

adapt as needed to ensure goals are achieved (Michaelson & Stacks, 2011, p. 4). Professional 

organizations have developed guidelines, standards, and recommendations for best practices in 

public relations measurement and evaluation. The International Association for the Measurement 

and Evaluation of Communication (AMEC) released the Barcelona Principles in 2010 and 

updated them in 2015. The seven principles address goal setting, measuring outcomes as 

opposed to only outputs, the importance of measuring effect on organizational performance, the 

need to incorporate both qualitative and quantitative methods, the rejection of AVE in 

communications measurement, the need to measure social media consistently with other media 

channels, and the statement that “measurement and evaluation should be transparent, consistent 

and valid” (AMEC, 2015, para. 7). The Coalition for Public Relations Research Standards 

provided an extensive list of commonly used terms in traditional and media measurement, their 

descriptions and their applications (Institute for Public Relations, n.d.). And Stacks and Bowen 

(2013) developed a Dictionary of Public Relations Measurement and Research.  

In a critical analysis of emerging international standards for measurement and evaluation 

of communications, Macnamara (2014) acknowledged the progress the profession has made but 

addressed gaps and issues, including a plethora of inconsistent, often confusing terms and a focus 

on media measurement. Research on whether professionals are adopting standardized measures 

from professional organizations indicates some progression. In a survey of 347 communications 

professionals, one quarter of respondents reported adopting standardized measures (Thorson et 

al., 2015). Building on years of public relations measurement and evaluation research, the 

purpose of this study was to allow professionals to discuss how they currently measure and 

evaluate public relations, the challenges they face, and their suggestions for improvement. 
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Method  

In total, 20 participants contributed to this study. Sixteen of the 20 participants were 

public relations/communications professionals across the United States who worked in various 

settings, including at corporations, agencies, and not-for-profit organizations. Nine of the 16 

professionals held executive-level public relations or communications positions. Examples of 

their titles included chief communications officer, vice president of marketing and 

communications, and senior vice president of public relations. Some executive-level 

professionals were contacted because they serve on the University of Florida College of 

Journalism and Communications Public Relations Advisory Council. Other executive-level 

professionals are contacts the researcher made during her time as a public relations student. 

The other seven participants were junior-level public relations/communications professionals 

who had 4 to 5 years of public relations experience and held positions such as account manager, 

account supervisor, and marketing and communications specialist. Some junior-level 

professionals were contacted because they are members of the Public Relations Society of 

America’s New Professionals Section. Snowball sampling led to additional participants. Four 

public relations measurement and evaluation thought leaders also contributed to this study. 

Thought leaders were contacted because they are members or members emeritus of the Institute 

for Public Relations Measurement Commission. With IRB approval, each participant engaged in 

a 30-to-60-minute semi-structured interview with the researcher. Interviews were recorded and 

transcribed. Transcripts were analyzed using the constant comparative method (Glaser, 1965) to 

form emerging themes (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Results 

How junior-level professionals measure and evaluate public relations 

Table 1-1. Metrics junior-level professionals mentioned during interviews. 

Outputs Outtakes Outcomes 

Reach 

AVE 

Circulation 

Impressions 

Hits/Placements 

Share of voice 

 

Followers 

Traffic 

Mentions 

Tone/Sentiment 

Views 

Ratings 

Unique visitors 

Engagement 

Clickthroughs 

Subscribers 

Open rate 

 

Knowledge 

Awareness 

Impact 

Attitudes 

Opinion 

Attendance 

Conversions 

Advocacy/Testimonials 

 

Most metrics junior-level professionals mentioned fell into the outtake-level category, 

many of which had to do with social or digital media. During interviews, some junior-level 

professionals read off of extensive measurement reports that included measures such as 

clickthroughs or unique visitors. Additionally, junior-level professionals often discussed how 

they observe what content and messages are performing best on websites and social media 

platforms and then tailor future content to reflect their observations. For example, an account 

manager at a tourism agency said, “As we're working on content once a month, we'll look back at 

which posts we sent out last month performed well and say, ‘Let's do more of those’ or ‘Let's 
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not.’” Other junior-level professionals discussed conducting audience analysis to determine if 

they are reaching their intended audiences through social and digital media. 

When discussing output-level metrics such as reach, impressions, or share of voice in 

relation to print or digital media placements, junior-level professionals noted that although they 

think these metrics are valuable in a sense, they are not always sufficient metrics and are better 

paired with other metrics. For example, when discussing share of voice, a public relations 

research associate at a global communications firm said, “I don't like it. I understand the 

reasoning behind using it, and I think it's great when coupled with other measurements, but I just 

don't think standalone share of voice is a great measurement option.” That being said, several 

junior-level professionals discussed the emphasis they place on media content analysis to 

determine the quality, tone, or sentiment of coverage. 

Of the seven junior-level professionals interviewed, three said AVE and multipliers are 

used at their places of work. Reasons junior-level professionals said they use AVE included 

because media monitoring systems include them in reports, because of pressure from senior-level 

employees or clients, or because outside agencies their organizations employ provide them. Yet, 

all junior-level professionals said they do not think AVE is a strong or even valid metric. Some 

who said they do not use AVE described conversations they or their coworkers have had with 

clients or the C-suite about the profession constantly evolving, meaning that metrics that were 

once popular are not necessarily considered valuable today. Those who said they use AVE said 

they consider it a supplementary metric. 

Seemingly viewing themselves as messengers to other employees and departments, 

junior-level professionals explained that they often have an ear to target audiences. They use 

insights they gain through social listening or web analytics to make recommendations to others at 

their organizations that they believe will help in reaching organizational goals and improving 

business outcomes. For example, a corporate communications manager at a retail real estate 

company described how social listening allows him to gain insight about what stores consumers 

want at certain retail properties. He takes that information to leasing in hopes that they can 

convince retailers to sign new leases. A communications consultant at a technology company 

discussed how she used web analytics to determine what content a target audience engaged with 

most on their website. Using that data, a team at her company developed a mobile application for 

that audience that had more than 18,000 installs at the time of the interview.  

Other junior-level professionals discussed their efforts to tie output—and outtake-level 

metrics to outcomes. For example, a marketing and communications specialist at a not-for-profit 

organization provided an example of when he secured a local news interview promoting a 

pediatric health fair. At the fair, he asked people where they heard about the event to gauge 

whether the interview contributed to awareness and event attendance. An account supervisor at a 

public relations and social media firm discussed a campaign her team launched for a national 

food client that involved hosting events at participating restaurants. She said her team was able to 

track restaurant traffic and sales before, during, and after events at participating versus non-

participating locations to determine that the events contributed to a spike in restaurant traffic and 

sales during that time period. 

Unexpectedly, several junior-level professionals said strong workplace relationships lead 

them to feel more comfortable advocating for better measures of public relations and less need to 

focus on output-level metrics. For instance, a marketing and communications manager who 

works in education described how he helped launch the implementation of UTM codes at his 

organization, but without the support he had from leadership and other departments, he said that 



 

 
 

47 

change might not have occurred. Similarly, a marketing and communications specialist at a not-

for-profit organization said because of his trusting leadership team, he does not feel the need to 

spend time “overwhelmingly tracking things.” 

Some junior-level professionals discussed helping conduct evaluation research to 

measure outcomes. For instance, a marketing and communications manager who worked in 

education described polls and annual opinion surveys he had direct experience working on. A 

public relations research associate at a global communications firm discussed her involvement 

conducting pre—and post-campaign surveys to gauge audience awareness. However, other 

junior-level professionals discussed formative research only, claiming that budget constraints at 

their organizations have resulted in lack of evaluation research. 

How executive-level professionals measure and evaluate public relations 

Table 1-2. Metrics executive-level professionals mentioned during interviews. 

Outputs 

Hits/Placements 

AVE 

Circulation 

Impressions 

Reach 

Share of voice 

Outtakes 

Clickthroughs 

Readership 

Tone/Sentiment 

Engagement 

Viewership 

Followers 

Mentions 

 

Outcomes 

Advocacy/Influencers 

Reputation/Thought 

leadership 

Awareness 

Attitudes 

Crisis management 

Relationships 

Conversions 

Cost effectiveness 

Contract renewals 

Trust 

Executive-level professionals said output-level metrics like media placements or 

impressions are useful if they align with their clients’ or organizations’ overarching goals. When 

they did discuss output-level metrics like media placements, executive-level professionals 

emphasized that message delivery is salient in evaluating the success of their media relations 

efforts. For example, a communications director at a not-for-profit organization said she 

evaluates her public relations efforts by gauging whether her team is helping tell the 

organization’s story “so that it’s meaningful and impactful but adheres to our guidelines and 

practices.” 

Of the nine executive-level professionals interviewed, four said they use AVE. Those 

professionals worked at agencies or not-for-profit organizations. However, two of the four said 

they do not use multipliers. Reasons for using AVE included to provide perspective about the 

value of media placements to clients or the C-suite, to help explain public relations to those who 

do not have a public relations background, and to demonstrate ROI. Yet, like the junior-level 

professionals, executive-level professionals who reported using AVE said they do not think the 

metric is strong or even valid. A president of a public relations agency described AVE as a 

“necessarily evil.” A communications director at a not-for-profit organization said she is “trying 

to get away from it.”  

 Executive-level professionals especially discussed the need to measure and evaluate 

outcomes and demonstrate how public relations efforts contribute to business goals. Common 

outcomes they discussed included reputation and crisis management, relationships, trust, and 

advocacy. For instance, in terms of reputation and crisis management, some executive-level 

professionals said they felt their public relations efforts were successful when they were able to 
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divert negative stories. Others said they compared their organizations’ media coverage with their 

competitors’ to consistently evaluate reputation in the media. 

Executive-level professionals stressed the importance of maintaining relationships with 

clients, stakeholders (including the media), and the C-suite, perceiving the strength of these 

relationships as a measure of public relations success. Though they may not always formally 

evaluate relationships, several executive-level professionals explained that when they have 

trusting relationships with clients or the C-suite, there is less need to focus on output metrics. For 

example, a vice president of marketing and public relations at a health system said,  

If you’ve got a CEO who fundamentally values good public relations, you don’t have to 

bother yourself with a lot of useless activity. And if you don’t, I think you just grab hold 

of whatever it is that gives people permission to believe. 

Executive-level professionals also described evaluating trust through research, such as 

annual stakeholder surveys, team member surveys, or focus groups with samples from target 

audiences. A vice president of corporate communications at a financial services company 

provided examples of questions one might ask to evaluate the level of trust he or she has within 

an organization or with clients: “How often are you brought into the loop on something or asked 

for your opinion? Are you told after the decision is made, or are you making the decision with 

the team?”  

 Other executive-level professionals said they evaluate whether they are securing influencers 

or advocates for their organizations. For example, a senior vice president at a global public 

relations firm said: 

Are we getting the influencers that we identified to begin with? And how are they helping 

us make whatever difference we are trying to make? Whether that’s on Capitol Hill in 

terms of behavior change and then, more on the public affairs side in terms of advocacy, 

are we bringing people on board? 

Executive-level professionals also discussed using UTM codes or funnel metrics to 

determine whether public relations efforts drove individuals to behavior change. For example, a 

vice president of marketing and communications at a health system said her team launched a 

shoulder-pain campaign in which they were able to track calls that came in after individuals 

heard a radio advertisement to appointment generation, appointment attendance, imaging studies, 

and surgeries. She explained, “That takes months, but if you stick with it, then you’ve got a story 

to tell, and you can track it all the way through.” Others discussed putting UTM codes on 

external content like news releases, Facebook posts or blog posts, which can be tracked to 

outcomes, including sales. 

Measurement and evaluation challenges: Junior-level professionals 

 When asked about their levels of satisfaction with their measurement and evaluation efforts, 

overall, junior-level professionals said they were satisfied. Common challenges they mentioned 

included: the need for planning and funding for research at the beginning of programs or 

campaigns, the need to ensure that goal setting occurs up front, and the need to demonstrate that 

public relations efforts contribute to bottom-line goals. For example, a communications 

consultant at a technology company explained that if funding for research is not included at the 

beginning of a campaign, demonstrating outcomes becomes challenging if not impossible: 

I think it’s so crucial to research. But we didn’t factor in money and didn’t tell the client 

because, you know, with client service, everyone is trying to be the cheapest bid . . . And 

to be honest, I think if we had, our project wouldn’t be coming to an end. 
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A public relations research associate at a global communications firm explained the need to set 

goals before beginning a new project, concluding, “We’ll think of a great way to measure 

something, but we’ll do so after the fact.” A corporate communications manager explained the 

difficulty of demonstrating that public relations efforts contribute to bottom-line goals: 

So, I think on a micro level, it's really easy for us. There are tons of opportunities to show 

that we can affect change in an organization and improve this, do this instead of that. 

We've got an ear to the people. We've got an online community that's telling us these 

things that they want, don't want, like and dislike. But how do I ever do something that 

people who care only about revenue are going to really turn their head and say, "Yeah, 

that's a true top three difference maker at this company"? That's a challenge. 

Measurement and evaluation challenges: Executive-level professionals 

 Executive-level professionals also said they were satisfied with their measurement and 

evaluation efforts overall but noted that there is always room for improvement. In addition to the 

time it takes to conduct research, challenges they mentioned included the need for staff trained in 

data analytics, the need to develop stronger, more creative ways to measure, and the need to 

integrate measurement and evaluation. A vice president of public relations at a boutique agency 

described the time it takes to conduct research, referring to it as a full-time job that would require 

staff trained in research and analytics: “It’s hard to say, ‘Hey, let’s stop and do a survey.’ It’s 

like, ‘I need you to work on this next news release that’s going out.’ It becomes lower in priority 

in a practical sense.” When discussing the need to develop better, more innovative ways to 

measure, a senior vice president at a global public relations firm explained the difficulty she has 

experienced in trying to get her clients to think beyond impressions: “I think there are different 

ways to accomplish the goal, but it’s challenging. What we have to do with this client is move 

them away from these numbers . . . There are different ways we can look at this.” Some 

executive-level professionals discussed the need to integrate measurement and evaluation. For 

example, a chief communications officer at an airline said,  

We all went scurrying after collecting data. And then from that, we all decided well, 

here's a marketing insight. Here's a communications insight. Here’s an operational 

insight. The next thing we now have to do is say, okay, well, I'm going take that 

marketing, communications and operational insight and truly try to understand what the 

employee is trying to tell me. What is the consumer trying to tell me by putting all of that 

together and arriving at one insight? Not necessarily all this disparate data telling me 

different things. 

Professionals’ recommendations for measurement and evaluation improvement 

  Some professionals said they felt they were doing the best they could with the resources and 

tools they had. Junior—and executive-level professionals who provided suggestions for 

improvement discussed the need for increased transparency across the profession, the need to 

stand up for stronger measures. and the need for rigorous research, measurement, and evaluation. 

When discussing the need for transparency across the profession, some professionals explained 

that knowing how other professionals are measuring and evaluating public relations and 

examples of successful measurement and evaluation practices could assist them in their own 

work. These professionals suggested case studies demonstrating productive, cost-effective 

measurement and evaluation efforts, summaries of top measures used across the profession, or 

networking opportunities/webinars that allow for open discussion about this topic. 

 When discussing the need to stand up for stronger measures, an account manager at a 

tourism agency said, “I wish that we would take a larger stance to say to our clients, ‘We’re not 
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going to report on advertising equivalency, and here’s why.’” A chief communications officer at 

an airline said professionals must become “catalysts for change” who are willing to “change the 

conversation.” Other professionals said they believe research is imperative to the profession’s 

continuous improvement. A vice present of public relations at an insurance agency said,  

PR professionals need to invest more in, bottom line, just surveying. Surveying your 

stakeholder, your customers, the community, and really ask them questions about your 

PR effort. Whether it's specific about, "We made an announcement last week in your 

area. Do you recall what it was?" Things like that. "There was a crisis in your area about 

this company. What did they do?" Really, you'd see the impact of the PR effort. You can 

get 10 news stories, but is that impacting your audience? 

Most professionals said standards from professional organizations that leave room for 

creativity and adaptability based on their organizations, clients, or industries could assist them in 

their measurement and evaluation efforts. Additionally, several professionals expressed a need 

for common language across the profession, some explaining that it would assist in client 

relations. For instance, an account executive at a public interest communications agency 

described a time when her agency and another agency were working on different portions of a 

campaign for the same client, resulting in different calculations of reach and impressions and a 

confused client. Lastly, some professionals said that measurement and evaluation education 

during their undergraduate programs was lacking. 

Insight from Measurement and Evaluation Thought Leaders 

After the majority of interviews with professionals were completed, the researcher 

discussed preliminary findings with four measurement and evaluation thought leaders (Dr. Don 

Stacks, Dr. David Michaelson, Dr. David Rockland, and Katie Paine) who provided insights and 

practical implications. Key takeaways from their interviews are below. 

Understand target audiences/Define objectives and measures 

Thought leaders stressed the importance of first understanding a client’s or organization’s 

needs, the issues they are facing and their overarching goals. This process may require 

conducting formative research. Rockland said, sometimes, a client or organization may already 

have useful data, and secondary research may prove to be helpful. With a strong understanding 

of a client’s or organization’s needs, one can then write objectives based on where target 

audiences are and where one would like them to be. Michaelson and Stacks differentiated among 

informational (awareness), motivational (knowledge, relevance, action), and behavioral 

(advocacy) objectives rooted in the BASIC model of a communications lifecycle (build 

awareness, advance knowledge, sustain relevance, initiate action, create advocacy). 

As Stacks stated, “if you can define it, you can measure it.” When answering the 

questions: “What do we want our target audience to do? And how are we going to measure and 

evaluate what our target audience is doing?” Paine said each measure should be clearly 

articulated. In her words, “If your measure is engagement, define that first.” Furthermore, “You 

have to define quality. What is a good article?” 

Measure and evaluate message delivery 

At the core of every successful public relations effort, program, or campaign is 

messaging that reaches and resonates with target audiences. After breaking down audiences by 

specific demographics, psychographics, etc., Stacks said messages should be altered for each 

audience. Michaelson explained: 

We sometimes try to get overly complicated when in fact what we're dealing with are 

very simple problems. Do I understand the issue? Have I developed messages which 
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could impact and influence people’s decisions? Have I distributed that message? Is the 

message well received? And does the message have an impact? 

He added that it is just as important to determine whether there were missed opportunities to 

deliver a message, if the messages were negative, or if erroneous messages appeared in media 

coverage that are counteractive to what one was trying to achieve. Moreover, when discussing 

AVE, Rockland said it would be better to reframe AVE as ACE (advertising cost equivalency), 

and then adjust that number based on whether intended messages were reflected in media: 

If you stop calling an AVE the value of PR or communications or media and instead you 

call it an alternative cost, that brings you much closer to what it really is. The second part 

of that is if you then adjust that number to reflect how good your coverage was . . . If you 

didn't get any of your messages or what you wanted in those articles that were placed, 

why would you think that has any value at all?  So, adjusting that 10 million dollars by 

percent of perfect because advertising is perfect (You can say and do whatever you want 

because you're buying it. Whereas in earned media, you don't.) So, if you take that 10 

million dollars and go, okay, 25% of the time we got what we wanted and you cut the 10 

million to 2.5 million and then you call it, “This is what it would have cost to buy this 

much advertising,” you're closer to being true, theoretically, or being truthful.  

Integrate measurement and evaluation/Run correlations 

Thought leaders underscored that measurement and evaluation cannot be conducted in 

silos. Collaboration and access to other departments’ or internal data are critical to understanding 

the relationship between public relations efforts and business outcomes. Ideally, teams and 

departments should work toward common business goals while focusing on their specializations 

to help meet those goals. As Paine explained: 

Rather than having five different measurement systems that have nothing in common, 

instead, you start with four business goals and then four communications metrics and 

then, yes, every department can have its own three or four metrics that it keeps track of. 

But what it does is it gets everybody focused on the business, and then it gets everybody 

focused on those three or four metrics so that they do more of what they're focused on 

and less of the stupid stuff. 

With access to other departments’ or internal data, one can then determine correlations 

between output/outtake metrics and business outcomes. For instance, Stacks explained that with 

a standardized measurement tool that has been tested for reliability and validity and the ability to 

run correlations, one would be able say, “Look, we’ve got X number of placements. That was 

great. Unfortunately, product acceptance went down. That’s a negative correlation. What’s 

wrong with the message strategy here?” 

Reframe measurement and evaluation with a focus on interpretation and improvement 

Thought leaders noted that the purpose of measurement and evaluation is not to prove the 

value of public relations. Rather, it is to help determine which messages, strategies, and tactics 

are working and which are not to ensure continuous improvement, which Rockland described as 

“performance optimization.” In terms of interpretation, Stacks emphasized the need to explain 

why something is not working and being willing to ask questions like: “Have you thought about 

this? Have you tried this?” Interpretation is imperative if one is to draw insights and make 

meaningful recommendations for improvement that are rooted in data. 

Discussion, Implications, Limitations 

A reoccurring theme throughout the interviews was that professionals in this study 

recognize that output-level metrics like hits or impressions are useful but are not always 
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sufficient. Therefore, they are typically coupled with other metrics, or professionals attempt to tie 

outputs to outtakes and outcomes through UTM codes, for instance. Additionally, even those 

who said they use AVE noted that they do not think it is a strong or even valid metric. These 

findings indicate a shift toward stronger measurement and evaluation practices as clients, 

stakeholders, and organizational leaders demand to know how public relations efforts contribute 

to business outcomes. It is important to note that outputs should be measured. However, for 

public relations measurement and evaluation to continue to advance, professionals will need to 

take efforts a step further by linking output—and outtake-level metrics to outcomes. To 

accomplish this, integrated measurement and evaluation are imperative. 

An unexpected finding of this study was that both junior—and executive-level 

professionals said trusting relationships with senior-level professionals or the C-suite lead them 

to feel less need to focus on output-level metrics. Rather, these professionals said they feel they 

can spend more time developing and advocating for better ways to measure and evaluate public 

relations and communications efforts. Therefore, conversations in the workplace about the 

importance of measurement and evaluation and shifts in best practices seem necessary as 

professionals strive to become “catalysts for change,” as a chief communications officer at an 

airline previously mentioned. 

Additionally, there was a noted difference between junior—and executive-level 

professionals’ perspectives of measurement and evaluation. Generally speaking, junior-level 

professionals focused more on output— and outtake-level metrics related to media relations, 

social, or digital media, often using terms like “reach” or “analytics” while executive-level 

professionals focused more on outcome-level metrics, often using terms like “reputation” or 

“relationships.” This finding is likely the result of the nature of the work junior-level 

professionals are involved in on a daily basis. However, collaboration and mentorship from 

executive-level professionals can help ensure that young professionals are constantly aware of 

big-picture goals, which will help them visualize how their work contributes to bottom-line 

outcomes. That being said, junior-level professionals should continue to push for outcome-level 

measurement where possible and be willing to challenge the status quo. 

Based on the findings of this study, recommended steps moving forward include: 

determining what success looks like up front by clearly defining objectives and measures; 

increased planning for and implementation of evaluation research to measure outcomes; 

integration and interpretation of measures, rather than releasing measurement reports with 

overwhelming raw data from different analytics programs or teams; determining correlations 

between public relations efforts and business outcomes, rather than relying on anecdotal 

measures or inferences; and willingness to be critical of what has been done in the past, making 

room for new, creative ways to measure and evaluate public relations. 

Nearly all professionals in this study said that measurement and evaluation is one of the 

most difficult aspects of their jobs. Though this study is not generalizable to all public relations 

professionals, it does provide implications for future research. Several professionals mentioned 

that case studies on this topic would be useful and would contribute to transparent discussion 

across the profession. Additionally, because some professionals mentioned a lack of training or 

education about public relations measurement and evaluation in school, a future study might look 

at public relations pedagogy to determine what is being taught about this topic at universities and 

how professors can incorporate measurement and evaluation into public relations curriculum. 

Furthermore, because this study found that public relations measurement and evaluation has 

various meanings for professionals depending on their places of work and experience levels, 



 

 
 

53 

future studies might look at how professionals in specific settings (e.g., corporate, agency, not-

for-profit organizations) measure and evaluate public relations to provide more in-depth analysis.  

In sum, this study built on years of measurement and evaluation research, providing a 

glimpse into how some professionals are measuring and evaluating public relations today and 

offering key takeaways for continued improvement. 
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Abstract 

This study examined self-reflection (SR) in public relations leaders in North America and 

Russia. SR is a primary way we examine ourselves and how others see us to increase self-

awareness, a crucial quality for leaders (Eurich, 2017). Depth interviews averaging 45 minutes in 

length were conducted with 15 Russian and 15 North American communication leaders, who 

represented diverse organizational types, possessed more than 10 years of experience and lead or 

have led communication teams, functions or agencies.  

The study confirmed SR is a crucial leadership capability that is practiced and valued 

somewhat differently within the two regions. In addition, many opportunities for improving SR 

capabilities and practices among PR leaders were revealed, and the findings bear rich, practical 

implications for professionals, teachers and students. These include: 1) a six-step strategic SR 

process model, and 2) seven building blocks for enriching SR development in the classroom.   
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Introduction 

Is meaningful self-reflection the difference between good and great leadership? Research 

over the years strongly suggests so. The value of self-awareness has been recognized for at least 

two millennia. In ancient Greece, “know thyself” was inscribed on the forecourt of the Temple of 

Apollo at Delphi, and Greek philosophers believed self-knowledge was the highest form of 

knowledge and crucial to critical thinking and self-improvement. They also believed to “know 

thyself” was the most difficult thing to do.  

Self-awareness and reflection remain highly valued today, and dozens of studies reveal 

many powerful benefits of self-awareness. Self-awareness is “the ability to see ourselves 

clearly—to understand who we are, how others see us and how we fit into the world” (Eurich, 

2017, p. 3). Self-reflection is the primary way we examine ourselves and how others see us. It is 

deliberate introspection to better understand our thoughts, emotions and experiences—to become 

aware of them, learn from them and increase self-awareness.  

SR can be a transformative experience through which we examine our values, question 

our assumptions, and come to an altered awareness and sense of identity. SR also may advance 

our emotional intelligence by helping us recognize and understand our emotions, listen better and 

grow more empathetic (Goleman, 1995). SR deepens critical-thinking, improves decision-

making, and enriches relationships and leadership capabilities (Eurich, 2017; Miller, 2013). SR 

may be especially crucial for leaders given their many influences on others.   

Despite its importance, little research has examined reflection by public relations leaders 

(Mules, 2018). However, an integrated model of leadership in PR (Meng & Berger, 2013), 

provides a theoretical framework for such study and underscores the value of SR in leadership. 

This model includes six personal dimensions, or competency categories for PR leaders: 1) self-

dynamics, 2) team collaboration, 3) ethical orientation, 4) relationship building, 5) strategic 

decision making and 6) communication knowledge management.  

SR is explicit in the self-dynamics dimension, which includes the sub dimensions of 

visioning and self-insights. In this sense, self-insights refer to the extent to which PR leaders 

understand their own strengths and weaknesses and understand PR environments to successfully 

adapt strategies and tactics to achieve organizational goals. SR helps build self-awareness and 

knowledge that can be converted into subsequent actions, behaviors and communications.   

SR is an implicit component of the other dimensions, too. For example, self-awareness 

may enrich one’s team leadership capabilities and relationship-building skills. It also may shape 

and enhance ethical behaviors and strengthen strategic decision-making and overall 

communication management.   

In short, SR appears to be a crucial driver of continuous learning and improvement in the 

competency categories in this model. Thus, it’s worthwhile to examine self-reflection in 

communication leaders in more depth, as additional research may provide development 

guidelines to enrich leadership at all levels in the field.  

Literature Review (Abbreviated)  

Developmental psychologists trace self-reflection’s roots to infancy – to the end of the 

first year (Marcovitch, Jacques, Boseovski, & Zelazo, 2008). However, this doesn’t imply SR 

and self-awareness are easy-to-develop abilities. Eurich (2017) claimed that among thousands of 

people surveyed worldwide, her team identified only 50 individuals who were able to 

dramatically increase both internal and external self-awareness. The former is “an inward 

understanding of your values, passions, aspirations, ideal environment, patterns, reactions and 

impact on others.” The latter is “understanding yourself from the outside in – that is, knowing 
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how other people see you” (p. 8).  

Because SR is not an inherent attribute, the development of a reflective leader (Roberts, 

2008) is not an option but a necessity for many occupations, and especially professions (Mules, 

2018). This researcher found that popular PR textbooks do not address the importance of 

reflective practices, and “there is very little research into the role of formal reflection in the daily 

practice of public relations practitioners and public relations curricula” (Mules, 2018, p. 175).  

Controversy of self-reflection 

However, not all SR practices are healthy. Avolio and Wernsing (2008) distinguished 

between adaptive and maladaptive self-reflection. The former is “a form of critical thinking, 

involving examination and evaluation that results in insights (aha! moments) and learning about 

the self.” The latter is “spending time ruminating what and why things went wrong and never 

deriving positive lessons learned” (p. 159). Eurich (2017) called rumination “introspection’s evil 

twin” (p. 118), and argued that “ruminators are so busy beating themselves up that they neglect 

to think about how they might be showing up to others” (p. 120).  

Ayduk and Kross (2010) contend that to facilitate adaptive self-reflection, one needs to 

avoid a self-immersing perspective in favor of a self-distancing approach, or “step back” and 

analyze personal experiences from an observer’s angle. Eurich (2017) suggested a What Not Why 

approach: While reflecting on self-relevant events, one should ask what questions instead of why 

questions. She argued that “asking ‘what’ keeps us open to discovering new information about 

ourselves, even if that information is negative or in conflict with our existing beliefs. Asking 

‘why’ has an essentially opposite effect” (p. 109).  

Approaches to self-reflection  

According to Eurich (2017), “self-awareness is a surprisingly developable skill” (p. 9).   

A review of literature suggests this skill of “talking to ourselves” can be developed though many 

approaches, and their combination. For example, hundreds of studies have demonstrated physical 

and psychological benefits of expressive (personal and emotional) writing (Pennebaker, 2018). 

One recent study assessed effects of this in a sample of organizational leaders (Lanaj, Foulk, & 

Erez, 2018) who were engaged in a morning self-reflection through expressive writing. The 

leaders experienced less depletion and more work engagement on these intervention days and 

improved their prosocial impact, thus enhancing their influence at work.  

Based on empirical evidence and theory, literary texts also can trigger SR if descriptions 

of characters and events remind one of personal experiences and evoke an emotional response to 

the characters (Koopman & Hakemulder, 2015). In this regard, Zavisca (2005) noted, “The 

classics remain essential to a high status reading repertoire” in Russia (p. 1247).  

Roberts (2008) advocated for dialogue as a means to share experiences and insights, 

whether thorough a face-to-face communication or electronically (via email or online discussion 

boards). Mezirow (1997) argued that individuals can engage in discourse or a dialogue to reflect 

critically on actions, evidence, and points of view. Engaging in psychotherapy is also a way to 

improve SR and self-awareness. A variety of available approaches to self-reflection makes it 

easier to select a process that matches an individual’s preferences (Porter, 2017). 

Self-reflection: Benefits and Barriers  

Kail (2012) argued that “self-reflection” might sound as “self-involved,” but in reality, 

this concept implies the opposite: “It is the process of properly unpacking ourselves as leaders 

for the good of others.” Leaders who don’t reflect might fall into a narcissistic rationalization of 

their actions instead of analyzing and learning from them. In short, SR is a required practice for 

leadership growth and, in the words of Kail (2012), “gaining wisdom from an experience.”  
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Self-awareness and reflection are key components in authentic leadership development 

because they enrich moral capacity, moral courage, and moral resiliency. These three abilities 

influence leaders’ decision-making and behavior (Day, Harrison, & Halpin, 2009). Awareness 

of, and critical reflection on (personal) generalized biases is one of the ways of transformative 

learning: “Self-reflection can lead to significant personal transformation” (Mezirow, 1997, p. 7). 

However, this transformative process is filled with obstacles that include such “inner 

roadblocks” as a (perceived) shortage of time, a lack of understanding of the process and its 

benefits (Porter, 2017), being delusional about personal traits and an “insidious societal obstacle 

– the cult of self” (Eurich, 2017, p. 73), that impedes self-awareness by inflating self-esteem.   

Mentors can facilitate reflection by asking mentees seemingly simple – “what” and 

“why” – questions (Kail, 2012). Coached reflection, or a formal help an individual receives 

during a difficult situation to work through and learn from it, is an essential component of both 

coaching and mentoring (Day et al., 2009). Mezirow (1997) argued that “Thinking as an 

autonomous and responsible agent is essential for full citizenship in democracy and for moral 

decision making in situations of rapid change” (p. 7). The educator or mentor assures that 

learners achieve this goal by creating a supportive environment to help mentees develop critical 

reflectivity and self-confidence to “take action on reflective insights” (Mezirow, 2000, p. 25).   

Research Questions 

Building on these and other insights from a substantial base of previous research, this 

study focuses on public relations leaders in North America and Russia to try to answer five 

research questions related to self-reflection: 

1. To what extent do communication leaders use SR to increase self-awareness? 

2. How do communication leaders conduct self-reflection, or what process or approach(es) 

do they use to increase self-awareness? 

3. What are the key barriers to more, or more effective self-reflection? 

4. What are the practical benefits of SR for leaders in their roles in the workplace?  

5. Is self-reflection linked, or important to successful mentoring, and, if so, how/why? 

Method 

This study used interviews to gather data to assess the questions. A relevant interview 

guide (21 questions) was prepared, tested and revised for use. North America and Russia were 

selected for the research due to their differing leadership styles, economies, and cultures, which 

create the potential for greater variance in answers. Fifteen PR leaders in each area were 

interviewed for an average of 45 minutes via telephone/Skype or in person. They were recruited 

via snowball sampling. The interviews were recorded and transcribed as a basis for qualitative 

analysis. Data were analyzed using guidelines outlined by Lincoln and Guba (1985). 

Russian Sample  

All 15 participants were Russian citizens. They represented four regions. Nine women 

and six men participated, and their ages ranged from 25 to 63 (average age was 43). Years of 

experience varied from 10-20 years. Average length of interviews was 46 minutes (range of 22-

87 minutes). Seven participants were agency heads/owners; five worked for companies; two 

were employed by consultancies; and one respondent worked for an NGO.  

North American Sample 

The sample included 14 U.S. citizens and one Canadian (eight women and seven men).  

Interviews averaged 45 minutes (range of 35-53 minutes). Ages ranged from 38 to 72 (average 

age was 57). All participants were seasoned PR specialists with 15-30+ years of experience. 

Most (12/15) have worked in two or more types of organizations (agency, company, education, 
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NP or foundation). Respondents included three past or current national association leaders, two 

foundation leaders, four agency or consultancy heads and four CCOs or SVPs.  

Findings 

This study provides empirical support for the vital role of SR in PR leaders in Russia and 

North America. Depth interviews revealed self-reflection enriches the six personal dimensions of 

the integrated model of leadership in public relations, notably self-dynamics, team leadership, 

ethical orientation, relationship-building skills and strategic decision-making capability. The 

interviews also 1) documented that PR leaders in the two regions shared many similar views 

about the role, process, practice and benefits of SR, and 2) highlighted some important 

differences, as reflected in the following analysis of the five research questions.  

RQ 1: To what extent do communication leaders use SR to increase self-awareness? 

Similarities  

All interviewed leaders recognized the value and importance of SR in critical thinking, 

strategic and ethical decision-making, relationship building and increasing overall self-awareness 

to enhance leadership skills and capacity. For both samples, SR is a future-oriented endeavor. As 

one Russian female said, “Any success or failure should be carefully analyzed with an eye on 

what we can use in the future.” Respondents in both regions also practiced SR virtually every 

day, though their SR processes varied widely. 

Differences  

Americans tend to see the SR journey as a very positive step, an accelerating trip that 

leads to an ever brighter horizon in their work and social lives. They hit mostly “green lights” on 

the journey. The challenges along the way are to take the time to reflect meaningfully, and then 

to put their insights into actions. SR leads to enlightened momentum and greater satisfaction.  

Russians are more cautionary: they see the advantages and values of SR, but they feel one 

can go too far or too fast, so their journey is marked by “yellow, cautionary signs.” Taken too 

far, SR can become “dostoevshina,” a painful self-examination, or excessive self-criticism 

(Severskaya, 2015). This “self-digging” can be a destructive form of SR because it tends to focus 

on PR as a manipulative communication process, intended to deceive in order to “win.” One 

Russian male said, “PR is knowledge that you use to manipulate people. If you start thinking 

why I manipulate and what it will result into, conscience wakes up. PR is ruled by money, too. 

For money, you can write about flowers or kill people.” 

Russian leaders also described SR as a process focused (almost) completely on the self: 

Who am I? What did I say or do? What are my strengths and weaknesses? Some said they 

discuss themselves with a psychotherapist or mentor, but five said they’ve never had a mentor. 

Given this me-reflection approach, most attribute their success to themselves, not others. A male 

respondent with impressive careers in journalism and PR said, “It was mainly me who facilitated 

success. I was observing others and drew conclusions.” 

North American leaders characterized their SR more as we-reflection. One female said, 

“Self-reflection is too ‘I-focused.’ I think ‘we-reflection’ or ‘us-reflection’ is more appropriate.” 

Another said, “My mother taught me to try to understand others before being understood.” They 

focus on themselves (internal SR) and on others (external SR) with whom they interact. They ask 

questions about others, e.g., How were others impacted by my decisions or behaviors? Or, as one 

corporate leader suggested, using a boating analogy, “what does my wake look like to others?”  

RQ 2: How do communication leaders conduct SR, or what process or approach(es) do 

they use to increase self-awareness? 

Similarities  
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Interviews with American and Russian participants revealed some overlap in their 

approaches to SR. Both groups use personal writing, talking to themselves, taking notes, reading, 

and thinking about important events and experiences as methods to spur SR.  

Differences  

In practice, the Russians approach SR in terms of private thinking about themselves. Five 

respondents said consulting with a psychotherapist was a primary method because, as one female 

explained, “Friends always take your side, while a psychologist is unbiased.” Several said they 

wrote in a journal, or diary. One respondent admitted that writing a journal is like taking out the 

dirty linen. Even though “sharing bad things” about himself “with the paper” is not easy, he does 

it dutifully because “writing is part of SR.” 

Several said they reflect on inspirational lives of great leaders who are passionaries, or 

individuals with super energy (Gumilev, 2001), who serve as role models and virtual mentors. 

Classical literature was a primary spur to SR. A female leader said, “Russian classical literature – 

Chekhov, Kuprin, Dostoevsky – is about a monologue; this literature taught me how to create a 

dialogue with myself. This literature read at early age, and re-read many times, impacted me 

most.” Overall, Russian leaders’ efforts focused in-depth on two SR tactics (personal writing and 

reading great literature), so the SR process seems largely a solo journey for them.   

North American leaders described more than 20 approaches to SR. Like the Russians, 

they often reflect when alone—traveling to and from work, walking or exercising, or waiting at 

airports. Several said they wrote in journals, too, but most described multiple SR approaches. 

One man said he did SR when driving to work, gathering feedback from others at work, and 

scheduling time on his calendar for brief reflections. Two female leaders described approaches 

involving 1) daily “self-talks,” 2) inspired religious readings or journal writing, 3) gathering 

feedback from team members, and 4) reflective discussions with spouses or close colleagues. 

Such combined approaches suggest a more formal, holistic approach to self-awareness.  

RQ 3: What are the key barriers to more or more effective self-reflection? 

Similarities  

North American and Russian leaders identified three similar barriers to productive SR: 1) 

the ego problem, which may replace honest SR with self-glorification, or lead to excessive self-

criticism, 2) constant time pressures and demands to do more, and 3) the absence of supervisory 

or organizational support for SR.  

Ego was the biggest barrier. North American leaders said ego gets in the way of being 

self-honest; blinds us to our weaknesses; prevents opening ourselves to scrutiny by others; 

diminishes trust and support; and limits learning and growth. The Russians said some leaders 

don’t reflect in order to avoid pain associated with hurtful self-discoveries. A woman said if 

people want to overcome a fear of hurting their egos, they should understand that “SR is about 

awareness, not about judging.” However, another said “effective SR cannot be without pain.” 

Three Russians mentioned a “crown that a leader puts on himself” while discussing a highly 

inflated self-esteem that impedes development and advancement.  

Regarding time, the pressures of 24/7 work life in the high-tech communication 

profession make it difficult to take time for SR. The constant pressure to produce, and to do more 

and more with less and less, represented a real barrier to thoughtful reflection in both samples.  

Organizational culture was seen to spur or impede SR. As an American male leader said, 

“Organizational culture and climate can be big barriers or big drivers of SR.” Emotional 

isolation, group think, and the need to act quickly were also suggested. A Russian female called 

a culture at her organization “enlightened feudalism” (an overt autocratic managerial culture).  
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Differences  

Two Russian leaders said they experienced no barriers to effective SR. One woman cited 

an excessive reflection, “sawing sawdust,” as a significant barrier. Two females said rude bosses 

who systematically belittle them were the main obstacle. Another mentioned that PR as an 

occupation “is still at the level of earning money” and doesn’t focus enough on professional 

leadership development.   

Several North American leaders cited lack of diversity as a potential problem: “The lack 

of diversity, or surrounding yourself with others just like you, may reduce or block deeper SR. If 

everyone looks and thinks alike, that’s a problem,” a female corporate leader said. Another issue 

addressed by the Americans related to a lack of knowledge on how to conduct meaningful SR—

they’ve never really learned or developed approaches and capabilities.  

RQ 4: What are the practical benefits of SR for leaders in their roles in the workplace?  

Similarities 

The PR leaders in both samples recognized similar positive influences SR exerts on their 

current leadership roles, i.e., greater self-awareness, stronger relationships, better decision-

making, richer communications and a healthier outlook. They also reported using SR to deal with 

similar workplace issues, such as managing difficult relationships with employees or bosses, 

building teams, managing crises, and reducing stress and anxiety. These responses suggest the 

impact of SR is broad and deep, and two primary themes of influence emerged in this regard.  

First, SR strengthens leadership capabilities and performance. Strategic and ethical 

decision-making and relationship building (with teams, colleagues and clients), were cited by a 

majority of North American leaders. One corporate leader said, “SR greatly helps my strategic 

decision making and thinking, building relationships and creating a team climate of openness and 

sharing” Another said, “I have a stronger base with SR—decision making, relationship building, 

more self-confidence, a deeper understanding of the environment or situation.” Two others added 

the human element: “SR helps me be a better leader because it makes me more empathetic,” one 

agency leader said, while an association leader noted, “SR is a mirror you can look into and see 

yourself in relation to others and your own core values.” 

Three Russian leaders said SR helped them build more effective relationships with their 

teams by “not only assigning tasks but also discussing the tasks with staffers,” and better 

“planning your own resources and developing a project strategy.” One female participant said, 

“Leadership is the ability to lead and motivate people to accomplish goals.” Self-reflection 

helped her understand “whether she was a good motivator” for her team.  

Second, SR appears to provide greater clarity and direction, and a healthier mental 

outlook, or satisfaction. A U.S. professional with experience across companies, agencies and 

nonprofits said, “SR has helped me build teams and trust, and improve my leadership. There’s an 

important personal benefit, too: I feel better emotionally, spiritually, just more holistic.”    

Three Russian leaders emphasized how SR helped them understand their impact on 

others. One said, “SR helped me become more self-aware about the fact that I’m not always 

right, not all my decisions are correct. SR helps me understand how others see my actions.” 

Another said SR helped her control her negative emotions and cultivate positive emotions—“a 

moving force for people’s aspiration to develop new ideas and implement interesting projects.”  

Differences 

Two Russian leaders believed SR facilitated their development as mentors. One said SR 

helped him focus more on values than skills while mentoring. An agency head said that SR 

facilitated the development of a strong ethical orientation to guide hiring decisions.  
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American participants underscored such benefits of SR as dealing effectively with 

difficult clients and becoming a “more empathetic and a better listener.” Several mentioned 

confidence is an SR outcome. As one U.S. professional said, “SR helps me prioritize and gain 

confidence and direction. It’s a check post, a listening post and a directional signal, all at once.” 

RQ 5: Is self-reflection linked, or important to successful mentoring, and, if so, how/why? 

Similarities  

North American and Russian leaders confirmed the great value of mentors and the ways 

in which mentors can influence experience-driven leadership development, as well as job 

preparation and performance. Both groups emphasized that mentorship goes beyond coaching 

and/or skills training and includes personal support or even friendship.  

Differences  

Two-thirds of North American PR leaders said mentors played prominent roles in 

developing their SR capabilities and processes. For Russian PR leaders, however, the influences 

of mentors are less distinct. Half of the Russians said literature or self-help books inspired or 

spurred their SR development. One captured the power of literature this way: "Classical 

literature... is based on SR. Classical literature explains motives and actions of characters. Not 

just describes their actions, but gets inside... It makes us think about ‘outside vs. inside’." The 

books provide a kind of virtual mentorship or guidance of leadership development in Russia.  

All North Americans agreed that a “good questioning” approach their mentors used was a 

powerful driver of their own SR. In this approach, mentors asked questions to help mentees find 

answers, rather than just telling them the answer—a kind of Socratic teaching approach. Indeed, 

they saw mentors as the best SR teachers. Russians supported the idea that mentors could and did 

help mentees develop SR, but it was more qualified. One third said they never had a mentor.  

Discussion and Implications 

The interviews confirmed the regular practice, importance and value of SR among PR 

leaders, in two diverse regions, all of whom said they practice SR about every day and described 

many approaches they used to self-reflect, often alone but sometimes with others.  

Data analysis showed the process of SR is explicit and implicit in the personal 

dimensions of the integrated model of leadership in public relations. Briefly, SR enhances 

leaders’ abilities to use their personal and professional strengths to effectively contribute to 

organizational goals (self-dynamics); work with others to support the function and organization 

(team leadership); demonstrate ethical and professional values and standards (ethical 

orientation); cultivate relationships with key stakeholders and publics (relationship-building 

skills); understand external environments and internal organizational structures, processes and 

practices (strategic decision-making capability); and effectively apply PR knowledge to enhance 

the organization’s overall communications effectiveness (communication management).   

Overall, both Russian and North American participants indicated that SR facilitates 

leadership development and a positive organizational environment. Future research is warranted 

to investigate differences between the two samples, the most substantial being the me-reflection 

approach used by the Russians (a nearly total focus on the self) versus the we-reflection approach 

used by N. Americans (incorporating others in their SR). Also, Russians raised far more 

concerns about “dangerous” SR, or excessive self-criticism, while Americans more strongly 

valued the role and influence of mentors, whom they suggested were the “best” SR teachers. 

Following Mules (2018), the researchers seek to move from philosophical levels of 

support for SR, to the professional practice itself to identify approaches that might advance the 

use and development of SR in both practice and the classroom. In this regard, two major 
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implications emerged from analysis of the data in this study: 1) a six-step strategic SR process 

model, and 2) seven building blocks for enriching SR practice and understanding in education.   

1.  The Strategic Self-Reflection Process 

A strategic six-step SR process model emerged in the collective findings. It bears 

implications for practice and education, and provides a pathway to more meaningful SR.  

1. Make time for SR. It’s too important to be too busy. It’s difficult getting started, but SR 

can become part of your daily routine. Walking, exercising, tending the garden, riding to 

work, reading books, writing in a diary—choose an approach that works best for you.  

2. Create the “right” mindset. Like putting on a game face, in SR we must create a mental 

space where SR fills the foreground. We can’t empty our brains, but we can adjust focus.   

3. Be self-honest and balance your assessment. This is the most difficult step, and two 

issues are involved. First, don’t let ego overpower your self-critique and, second, don’t 

let self-criticism (rumination) lead to inaction or loss of confidence.   

4. Formulate actions based on your assessment and evaluation. Calendar them. Consider 

discussing them with a mentor or colleague.  

5. Carry out actions. Be professional, timely and authentic. Rehearsing the actions to test 

and refine them may be useful.   

6. Self-reflect on the outcomes and renew the cycle. Writing things down may help at this 

point. Over time, this process becomes routine. 

Individuals can use this process, and mentors and teachers can help students and young 

professionals frame each step with relevant questions to ask the self along the way.   

2.  Seven building Blocks for SR in the Classroom 

As Mules (2018) suggested, there’s room in PR education for doing far more to help 

students practice and improve their SR capabilities. In this regard, the interviewees provided rich 

suggestions about how to stimulate interest in SR and build SR insights and capabilities in the 

classroom. The researchers grouped the suggestions into seven building blocks:  

1. The foundation block is a firm commitment to developing students’ SR capabilities. 

Structure entire courses to include SR moments and practices into each class session, 

rather than highlighting SR in a single class session.  

2. Use Socratic teaching more often—less lecturing and more listening and questioning to 

stimulate critical-thinking and draw out ideas and underlying assumptions.   

3. Employ great literature, poetry, films, art and music to trigger journal writing, creative 

thinking and discussions about the self, dreams, hopes, values and behaviors. 

4. Conduct depth debriefs of projects, decisions and actions. Exhaust the who, what and 

what if questions. Engage all students. 

5. Sharpen self-insights and team-insights with assessment tools like Strength/Finders, 

Myers-Briggs, Conflict Dynamics Profile or others. Highlight team leadership factors. 

6. Examine reoccurring workplace questions: Do my words and actions reflect core values? 

How do I contribute to team culture? How can I develop a better work relationship with 

my boss? How do others see my actions and behaviors?  

7. Use a “calendar approach” to help students reflect on and rehearse important, upcoming 

events or challenges. This builds SR skills and reinforces the action dimension.  

Overall, mentors were seen in both samples to positively influence and even teach SR, 

often through the questioning approach they used. This refers to asking thoughtful questions 

rather than simply answering questions that mentees raise (a variation of Socratic teaching). Both 

North American and Russian PR leaders described this approach, and most Americans said they 
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had modelled it from their own mentors. Examples of such questions include: Have you thought 

about this aspect? What other approaches have you considered? Where else might you search for 

alternate ideas? What values would your actions (or words) express? How would you assess the 

impact of your behavior on others? (Paul & Elder, 2001). 

This approach teaches meaningful self-inquiry, as one North American foundation 

consultant said: “Three great mentors have helped me. They asked great questions, sometimes 

unexpected questions. One taught me true inquiry into myself and others. He always said leaders 

need to carefully consider how others see them in order to better understand themselves.”  

Another North American agency head said, “On a scale of 1-10, mentors are an 11 in 

what they can do to help. Great mentors ask questions, they listen and they lead you into your 

own decisions. Great questions and extraordinary listening: they open doors in your mind.” 

Conclusion: More Research in Self-Reflection 

This study examined the important but little-studied topic of SR among public relations 

leaders in North America and Russia. Many believe, philosophically, that SR is important for 

leaders, but this study revealed that PR leaders consider it a key and valuable driver of improved 

performance, decision-making, relationship building and impactful communication. The leader 

participants used diverse approaches to SR, which they practice and benefit from daily. They 

also described the rich implications of self-reflection for practice and education, which may be 

the greatest value of the study.  

Nevertheless, this was a qualitative study of SR in public relations leaders, based on 

perceptions of 30 leaders across two regions. Thus, the findings cannot be generalized. In 

addition, the sample was intended be somewhat diverse and representative, but in the end most 

senior leaders interviewed were Caucasians. Even with just two regions, however, some 

important cultural differences were noted, and larger studies across diverse cultures would likely 

uncover more differences and insights.   

In the end, the study provides intriguing findings and suggestions that may help frame 

and design future quantitative, more in-depth studies about SR. Many studies in other fields have 

confirmed the great value of SR for leaders and professionals. The PR profession and related 

education programs would benefit greatly from more SR research to identify best SR practices in 

practice, teaching and mentoring. SR may or may not be the big difference maker between good 

and great leadership, but it surely carries some weight in making a difference.  
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Abstract 

 The use of social networking applications is inevitable in every aspect of our daily 

communication. Not limited to individual use, it enables the companies to effectively engage in a 

dialogue with their publics through various social medias. Due to the uniqueness of social media, 

there is no time or space limit that hinders the communication. The communication can be done 

in the palm of hands with mobile phones. Therefore, the practice of social media has been widely 

adopted by companies worldwide with the purpose of establishing and maintaining the 

relationship with their publics. 

WeChat, a Chinese multi-purpose social media messaging application invented by 

Tencent corporation expanded its service into WeChat’s official accounts (WOAs) in 2012—an 

auxiliary function for individuals and organizations to practice public relations with their publics 

(Chen, Zheng, Chen, & Liu, 2017; Guo, Zhang, Kang, & Hu, 2017). This function was coined as 

the pioneer model “the app-within-an-app model” that simplified both content creators and users’ 

mobile-use lifestyle (Chan, 2015). To explore WOAs’ public relations function, this study 

applied Kent and Taylor’s (1998; 2002) dialogic communication theoretical framework. The 

original five principles—dialogic loop, the usefulness of information, the generation of return 

visits, the intuitiveness/ease of the interface, and the rule of conversation of visitors (Kent & 

Taylor, 1998, p.331).  

This study explored: 1) What are the dialogic characteristics found on the Fortune 500 

companies’ WOAs? 2) How are the dialogic principles implemented in the contents of the 

Fortune 500 companies’ WOAs? and 3) How do the Fortune 500 companies maintain two-way 

communications with their publics through WOAs?  The findings will enhance our 

understanding of the two-way dialogic communication of the new mobile-based platform, 

particularly within the business context. A content analysis was conducted to determine the 

dialogic features of the WOAs by two bilingual (Mandarin and English) coders. Among the 2018 

Fortune 500 companies, 228 companies have WOAs based on the initial search result. Due to 

time and resources, this study was able to capture 65 companies’ WOAs in-depth. Coding 

schemes were adopted from the previous studies by Kent and Taylor (1998; 2002) (modified in 

Kim, Nam, & Kang, 2010; Rybalko & Seltzer, 2010). Previously, scholars have applied these 

dialogic communication principles into social media networking platforms such as Twitter 

(Heather, 2014) or Facebook (Water et al., 2011). This would be the first study applying these 

principles into the Chinese-origin mobile and social media platform, WeChat.  
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Introduction 

The wide use of social networking platforms becomes a crucial part of our everyday life. 

Boyd and Ellison (2007) defined social networking sites as “a web-based services that allow 

individuals to: (1) construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) 

articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their 

list of connections and those made by others within the system” (p. 211). This definition 

provides a general view on social network sites. A couple of years later, Ellison and Boyd (2013) 

extended their definition on social networking sites under Web 2.0 phenomenon, stating that 

social networking sites “1) have uniquely identifiable profiles that consist of user-supplied 

content, content provided by other users, and/or system-level data; 2) can publicly articulate 

connections that can be viewed and traversed by others; and 3) can consume, produce, and/or 

interact with streams of user-generated content provided by their connections on the site” (p. 

158). This updated definition of social networking sites includes common features and functions; 

however, WeChat can be seen as a unique platform. For example, the function of “moment” is 

very similar to Facebook’s feed, however, public information on “moment” is not accessible to 

everyone (Wang, 2017). It can only be viewed and shared within the friends’ network. 

Kent and Taylor (1998) have mentioned that the new technology is not meant to separate 

the organizations and public, but brings a more personalized communication experience for both 

parties. WeChat in this study plays an important role for dialogic public relations between 

organizations and individuals, and WOA is considered a mobile dialogic public relationship 

management tool. Kent and Taylor (1998)’s five basic dialogic principles focused on the use of 

WWW. Social media applications also invented under the use of Internet, and the dialogic public 

relations theory can somehow be applied on social media applications’ study as well. For 

example, Eyrich, Padman, and Sweetser (2008) have manifested that among public relations’ 

professionals, email is the most widely adopted communication tool. A decade later, email is still 

a prevalent social tool; however, PDAs, instant messages, social networking, text messages, and 

photo sharing have significantly increased in popularity. 

Furthermore, Kent, Taylor, and White (2003) see WWW as a public relationship-building 

medium. The dialogic communication guides public relation professionals to develop an ethical 

and trustworthy relationship with the public. Kent et al. (2003) point out two important issues 

that “interactivity that occur between the WWW and public; the responsiveness to stakeholder 

information needs” (p. 5). Interactivity on WOA is evident, which followers respond to the posts 

and the WOA reply back to the posts. Sometimes, WOA will post offline fan meetup to 

communicate with their followers in a real-world setting. Most organizations post information 

related to special events or commercial campaigns to attract potential followers on WOAs. 

Social networking applications have combined multiple features within the application 

itself. Chan (2015) mentioned that WeChat is considered a super application in China and even 

in a global scale that includes all fundamental communication functions and numerous unique 

functions that have gone beyond other well established Western social media’s tools (Wang, 

2017; Gary, 2018). For example, the popular microblogging-Twitter can only broadcast a limited 

amount of words on a single post. However, one of WeChat’s functions-friends circle- resembles 

Twitter, and it doesn’t have word limits. It can include a QR code, which allows users to scan the 

code to further reading or e-payments. A QR code can do a lot of things, and it also goes beyond 

our imagination where it will take us by incorporating cultural values.  

Kent and Taylor (2002) recommended that organizations should continue apply dialogic 

communication skills through the social mediated platforms, such as emails, online panels, 
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advertisements. Incorporating the Internet as part of public relation’s practice is no longer a fresh 

topic. Using the social messaging platforms are the dominant tool in most of communication 

among companies. Organizations cannot always solely perform one-way communication because 

engagement from both parties can potentially lead to a better dialogic participatory engagement 

(Avidar, Ariel, Malka, and Levy, 2015). In general, the convenience of using social messaging 

tools is so evident in our society because users can almost meet all of their communication needs 

on the platform at any time (Kent, 2013). 

Literature Review 

Description of WeChat 

WeChat is a mobile social media messaging application that was invented by Tencent 

Corporation in China on January 2011. Tencent originally created QQ online messaging platform 

before expanding their business in the mobile messaging industry. The early adopters of WeChat 

are mostly pre-existing QQ users. A QQ account can automatically be linked to a WeChat 

account. People use phone numbers to register a WeChat account now. WeChat quickly became 

the most popular and influential social media tool due to its convenience in China and in other 

countries worldwide (Lim, 2014; “Most famous” 2018; Parker, 2018; Gary, 2018). A recent 

statistic website concluded that WeChat is currently ranked number 5 worldwide by its current 

active users with roughly around 1 billion users (Gary, 2018). WeChat is a multifunction 

application that allows users to send instant/voice messages, videos, and even allow transfer files 

or money. Booking a doctor appointment through WeChat is a common practice (Liao, 2018). 

There are many third-party websites that are built inside WeChat to offer additional functions, 

such as ordering food, buying movie tickets, hailing a taxi, shopping, and even paying utility 

bills. WeChat encompasses most of social media sites’ features in addition to its unique function 

that it is embedded with Chinese culture (Heath, 2015; Chan, 2015; Parker 2018; Gary, 2018). 

Among the different chat functions, instant voice messaging is the most popular feature 

on WeChat. Users use it as a new and effective way to build relationships with others (Ju and 

Tao, 2017). Parker (2018) stated that WeChat is the most influential application in China’s 

cyberspace. Tencent envisioned that WeChat would be a powerful competitor with Facebook in 

the United States. Tencent established its first U.S. branch office in San Francisco in 2013; this 

brought with it an increased number of users worldwide (Millward, 2013). Forbes Magazine 

coined WeChat as the world’s most powerful application (Lim, 2014). WeChat’s developers 

regularly push software updates in order to deliver a smooth and enjoyable experience, and also 

dedicate time to create new features. Furthermore, there are various ways to add new contacts. 

For instance, when adding a friend, a user can simply shake the phone and then WeChat will 

randomly choose a person who is using the same function at the same time (Heath, 2015). The 

“moment” feature provides a space for users to share their personal life in the public eye; 

however, the information can only be seen and shared to users’ friends (Ju and Tao, 2017).  

Additionlly, from the cultural aspect to view WeChat, there is another function called 

“WeChat red envelope” that allows users to send and receive digital money. Giving a red 

envelope to other people is a part of Chinese culture which signals lucky money. People usually 

exchange a red envelope in celebration of a wedding ceremony, birthday party, or other major 

life events including going to a college, joining the military or studying abroad and so forth. 

Instead of simply transferring money, in a rhetorical way to call it giving a red envelope is more 

fun and meaningful. Thus, WeChat incorporates Chinese culture into the practice of using the 

mobile application and also promotes the Chinese culture to non-Chinese users as well. 

Furthermore, some third-party functions are built-in the application that allow users to perform 
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multiple activities through the app. For instance, they can pay utility bills, purchase movie tickets 

or even make restaurant reservations (Wang, 2017). Users view WeChat as a basic 

communication tool to connect with other people. Due to government online security policy, 

Facebook, Twitter, Google and some other popular Western social media are banned in China 

(Liao, 2018; Gary, 2018). WeChat came along during the time to serve the gap and also develop 

the application that somehow connects to the Chinese culture.  

Description of WOA 

WOA was added on WeChat in 2012 (Chen et al., 2017; Guo et al., 2017). According to 

(https://mp.weixin.qq.com/), it is divided into three types of accounts: subscription account, 

which provides enormous informative contents to its followers (e.g., breaking news, cooking 

ideas, deals alerts); service account, which focuses on user-based services (e.g., local banking 

service, paying bills); and the last type is corporate account. WOA is a heavyweight auxiliary 

function on WeChat, which allows users to follow all kinds of accounts based on their interests 

(Chen et al., 2017). WOAs either produce their original articles or disseminate other people’s 

work. WeChat users can follow any official accounts without any costs or unfollow them at any 

time without any penalties or further issues. Users constantly report that WOA is a great news 

hub or a public communication tool depending on what types of official accounts that they were 

following. In the meantime, company owned WOAs use this particular function on WeChat to 

connect their organization with the public and also propagandize their information to its 

followers (Chen et al., 2017; Guo et al., 2017). WOAs enable users to keep up with their daily 

needs, and are changing the way people receive information. Companies using WOA is an ideal 

way to reduce advertising costs, build interactive public relation management tools (Chen et al., 

2017). WeChat’s dialogic capacity is to get people connected by using the application. Social 

media has proven to be a popular information dissemination tool. However, the traditional public 

relation strategies will be readapted under the fast changing society under the use of various 

kinds of social media applications or any unforeseen new technologies. 

WOA provides a convenient, efficient, and most importantly affordable platform for all 

kinds of individuals, organizations, governments, and other users to maintain a relationship with 

the public. WeChat is available on the palm of our hands through smartphones. Company owned 

WOA is commonly used as a medium to broadcast public relations campaigns, promotional 

advertisements, social events, worldwide social news, and even micro community-level or trivial 

information to their followers on a daily basis. According to eMarketer.com in 2017, WeChat 

users and mobile phone messaging application users are all increasing simultaneously in a 

smooth steady upward trend within the next five-year period. Wang (2017) mentioned that 

WeChat becomes a huge part of our daily communication. Most importantly, the saturation of 

smartphones and uses of WeChat contributes to the popularity of uses of WOA.  

Dialogic public relations  

The development of communication technology significantly impacts the study of public 

relations (PR). In the late 20th century, the World Wide Web (WWW) provided a platform that 

public relations can be cultivated in virtual world versus in-person (Kent and Taylor, 1998). In 

2013, Pew Research Center’s survey revealed that almost 63% of mobile phone users access the 

Internet on their phones (Duggan and Smith, 2013). Due to the popularity of mobile phones, 

mobile Internet provides users an extension online experience from a computer to a smartphone 

(Campbell and Kwak, 2012). With the emergence of social media applications on mobile 

platforms, it opens up more opportunities in the sphere of public relations (Briones, Kuch, Liu, 

and Jin, 2011). In addition, the aspect of dialogic communication in public relations is still 

https://mp.weixin.qq.com/)
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evident in the use of social media applications (Briones et al., 2011). For example, Ledingham 

(2003) vigorously examined abundance literature on organization and public relationship that 

suggested the relationship is an ongoing and dialogical process. Sustaining relationships require 

reciprocity and mutual respect, and also need deliberately effective dialogical management 

(Ledingham, 2003). When cultivating public relations in a target area or population, PR 

professionals should pay attention to the aspect of intercultural element as well (Botan, 1992). 

Thus, a two-way symmetrical communication is ideal in any types of public relationships 

(Heather, 2014). 

Kent and Taylor (1998) first proposed dialogic communication referring to “any 

negotiated and exchange of ideas and opinions” (p. 325) as a theoretical foundation. Dialogic 

communication as referring to a particular type of relational interaction (Kent and Taylor, 1998, 

p.3). Dialogue is treated as product rather than process. Most public relations practitioners 

believe that dialogue is the foundation for that kind of particular relationship. The dictionary’s 

definition of dialogic, which relates in a dialogue/ conversation. Referring to Kent and Taylor 

(1998) dialogic communication focuses on cooperative and communicative behaviors between 

parties. Dialogic public relation is also considered as an extension of dialogic communication, 

which represents the strategic relationship between organizations and the public. The main 

contribution from Kent and Taylor (1998) was identifying five basic operationalized principles 

that direct the communication between the organizations and the public through the use of 

WWW. The five principles are “the dialogic loop, the usefulness of information, the generation 

of return visits, the intuitiveness/ ease of the interface, and the rule of conversation of visitors” 

(Kent and Taylor, 1998, P.331). These five principles are being used as fundamental guidelines 

for dialogic public relations communication, which aims to develop a long-lasting relationship.  

Kent and Taylor (2002) also added that mutuality, propinquity, empathy, risk, and 

commitment were common identified features in any dialogic communication relationship. The 

organization and the public should contribute equally in a communication, and always work 

together to achieve a common goal (Kent & Taylor, 2002, p. 25). The conversation between the 

organization and the public should always include any past, current, or future issues (Kent & 

Taylor, 2002, p. 26). Empathy conveys supportiveness, understanding, and strategical feeling to 

each other throughout the communication process (Kent & Taylor, 2002, p. 27). Risk is an 

inevitable factor in any type of dialogic communication. Kent and Taylor (2002) viewed risk as 

an opportunity for organizations to continuously discover discrepancies with the public, and risk 

provides a space for organization’s internal growth. Hence, organization’s commitment to 

dialogic communication should be responsible, and eventually leads a successful dialogic 

communication (Kent & Taylor, 2002, p. 29).  

The dialogic public relations theory that was coined by Kent and Taylor in the early 20’s, 

previous research findings from Taylor, Kent, and White (2001) explored how activist 

organizations use the Internet to build up relationships with the public through the Kent and 

Taylor (1998)’s five dialogic principles’ lens. They identified 100 websites and used 32-item 

questionnaires that revealed most of websites did not equipped with a fully dialogic 

communication environment and hardly invite the public to keep checking their websites. 

However, the research proposed and grouped five dialogical principles into two clusters were 

technical and design and dialogic (Taylor, Kent, and White, 2001, p. 227). The results, which 

provides a better understanding on using the website not only to meet the technical and design 

perspective, but also to cultivate a dialogic relationship with the public is the ultimate goal.  

Kent, Taylor, and White (2003) continuously researched that activist organization related 
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websites applied poor dialogic communication, no commitment to long-term relationship and 

low percentage on responding to public’s inquiries. The research provided in-depth details on 

how a website should practice to better apply public relations strategy and Kent and Taylor 

(1998)’s principles with their target audiences, such as website design, unique features, or any 

underdevelopment programs. On the same token, the public will be influenced by the website 

and reshape their perceptions toward the website.  

Kim et al. (2010) examined 2008 Fortune Global 500 corporations’ websites on their 

environmental responsibility and the use of dialogic principles across three regions, Europe, 

Asia, and North America. Out of 500 corporations, 333 were selected have an environment 

sector on their website. Furthermore, Kim et al. (2010) followed Kent and Taylor (1998) and 

Taylor, Kent, and White’s (2001)’s work on dialogic principles that created a thirty-five 

measuring items to evaluate corporations’ websites. The unanimous results came out that all of 

the 333 corporations’ websites do not fully employed dialogic principles that create a bond 

between corporations and their public on the matter of environment responsibility. However, on 

“ease of interface” and “ease of information retrieval” showed positive feedback. In general, the 

corporations’ websites still lack two-way dialogic communication (Kim et al., 2010).  

Rybalko and Seltzer (2010) employed Kent and Taylor (1998; 2001) dialogical principles 

on Fortune 500 companies on their Twitter use. A random sample 93 companies were selected 

from 170 companies who own a Twitter account. The data explained that companies who 

engaged a dialogical public communication have a high percentage on the principle of 

conversation of visitors. These companies value the communication process and exchange 

information that they can to create a bond on Twitter. In contrast, non-dialogic centric companies 

pay more attention to generation of return visits. Researchers also extended the original Kent and 

Taylor’s (2001) definitions on dialogic principles. For example, the conversation of visitors 

includes all company-related social media sites, not solely on Twitter.   

McCorkindale and Morgoch (2013) did an analysis on Fortune 500 mobile sites by 

examining the mobile readiness and modified dialogic principles from Kent and Taylor (1998; 

2001). The results revealed that non mobile-ready sites scored higher on the dialogical principles 

than mobile-ready sites due to the richness of contents on the site. This study demonstrated that 

usefulness of information is a key pillar in the dialogic principle, and it keeps the public 

connected with the organization whether it is on a website or a mobile-site. 

Heather (2014) applied dialogic principles from Kent and Taylor’s work (1998) to 

examine Kaiser Permanente (KP)’s social media practices. The results showed positive on useful 

information, conversation of visits, and generation of return visits, and they were heavily seen on 

their social media platforms, which mainly are Twitter and Facebook. The research also 

mentioned that two-way dialogic communication will facilitate KP’s social media practices in 

order to create a bond with their key publics (Heather, 2014). 

Methods 

Due to the nature and scope of this study, the researchers used content analysis to identify 

current characteristics, customs, and communication patterns on WOAs. Institution Review 

Board did not notify since all the data are available to the public, however, personal data and all 

related security information will not be revealed and discussed throughout the paper. Proxy IDs 

or names have been used appropriately in the research such as company 1, company 2 or 

company 3. This study adopted Kent and Taylor’s (1998), and Kim, Nam, and Kang (2010)’s 

coding schemes by incorporating five dialogic principles and modifying existing codes into a 15-

item codes. The original five dialogic principles were mainly devised from the dialogic 
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communication of a website.  

Measurements 

There are five main measurements in this study. Dialogic Loop is the first one. This 

measurement is examining how Fortune 500 companies’ WOAs provide all kinds of contact 

methods (includes online customer service) and receive inquiries. Two-way communication is 

the most crucial component in the first measurement. An ongoing conversation on WOA is the 

best way to detect any two-way dialogue. The second measurement is the usefulness of 

information. Coders observe the frequency of each post on WOAs. Products knowledge, updated 

companies’ news and events are also part of the usefulness of information’s scope. Under this 

measurement, the information is highly elevated for both a WOA and a follower. The original 

article is to testify to how much effort a company put in to deliver genuine and authentic 

information to their followers. WOAs that incorporate company owned e-Commerce integration 

application also examined by coders. Furthermore, the measurement of the general of return 

visits is an ongoing issue that every company’s WOA is struggling with. Any downloadable and 

requestable information (includes Q&A forum) on WOA that attract followers to follow WOA or 

any explicit links or symbols to invite new follower. The ease of interface measures WOAs’ 

overall interface by checking any multimedia involvements include any graphics, audio, video, 

and animation that are available on WOAs. Search engine box and multilingual options are also 

included to measure the effectiveness of a WOA’s ease of interface. The last measurement 

examines any sponsored advertisement on WOAs. 

Sampling Process 

Coders started examining whether a company has a WOA or not. 228 companies have a 

WOA out of 500 companies. The coders used their personal WeChat to search and locate each 

company’s WOA. The search criteria were based on the company’s full English name, Chinese 

name or any commonly known names or abbreviations. Furthermore, among the 228 companies, 

coders eliminated accounts that are not officially verified by WeChat. This selection leads to 223 

companies. Coders continually removed companies who had automatic system generated ID. 

Then, the number of companies downsized to 194 companies. In the end, coders randomly 

selected 65 companies’ WOAs from the 194 companies above.  

Coding Protocol 

This research uses two bilingual (English and Mandarin Chinese) coders. Two bilingual 

coders were properly trained on the research topic and provided thorough definition on the 

important dialogic communication theory or any related concepts, and also given detailed 

information on companies’ WOAs. Two bilingual coders were independently assigned to the 

same companies’ WOA IDs that can be searched on WeChat. In addition, the two coders were 

provided the same coding excel sheet for data collection and analysis. Two coders started with 

the first 10 accounts to code for checking coding coherence and discussed any discrepancies on 

the codes. According to Krippendorff (2004, p. 126), “a coder as a person employed in the 

process of recording observations, perceptions, and readings of text”. In this study, coders need 

to manually follow each company’s WOA on their WeChat account and then search for the 

information they need to answer the coding sheet. The coding process used binominal variable (0 

and 1). A “0” means WOAs do not equip the proper dialogic communication principles between 

an account and its follower. A “1” means a positive answer and direct relationship is present.  

Directly derived from Kent and Taylor (1998)’s principles of dialogic communication, 

and Kim et al. (2010)’s coding schemes, two bilingual coders combined and made justifications, 

and also created new coding items based on the two previous studies above to best describe and 
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extract data from WeChat’s WOAs. For inter-coder reliability, 65 companies were assigned to 

two bilingual coders with an average of 0.831 Krippendorff’s alpha.   

Results 

RQ1: What are the dialogic characteristics found on the Fortune 500 companies’ WOAs? 

Based on Kent and Taylor’s (1998) dialogic theoretical framework, (dialogic loop, the usefulness 

of information, the generation of return visits, the ease of the interface, and the rule of 

conversation of visitors) have been explored. Among the 65 selected companies, the Cronbach’s 

alpha is 0.7. It provides researchers an opportunity to expand in future research to revise the 

items to better analyze WOAs. The dialogic loop was described by three items. Coders 

discovered that only 14 companies (N=65, 22% of 65 companies; M= 21.54%, SD= 41.43%) 

have clear “contact us tab” on WOAs, which indicates those companies would like to be 

contacted and receive inquiries from their followers. Only ten companies (N=65, 15% of 65 

companies, M= 15.38%, SD= 36.36%) who have online customer services. It is a necessary tool 

that allows followers to get in touch with the company to solve their issues or provide feedback. 

Online customer service is also a great public relations tool for companies to create a seamless 

offline to an online experience. Half of the sample companies engage in a two-way dialogue 

(N=65, 48% of 65 companies, M= 47.69%, SD= 50.34%). Furthermore, the second measurement 

statistical significantly demonstrated that WOAs update information within 7 days, provide 

updated companies’ news, products knowledge, and write original articles, which follow with 

M= 86.15%, SD= 34.80%; M=89.23%, SD= 31.24%; M=93.85%, SD= 24.22; M=72.31%, 

SD=45.10%. External links to company-owned e-commerce integration has the lowest score. The 

third measurement revealed that 0 companies have downloadable information and request 

information functions that are available on WOAs. The fourth measurement represented that 

among 65 companies’ (M=98.46%, SD= 12.40%) WOAs have practiced multimedia 

involvements on their WOAs. The results showed zero company has the multilingual option. 

Lastly, Coders examined the rule of conversation visitors. The results showed that companies’ 

WOAs mainly focus on self-sponsored advertisements. 

RQ2: How are the dialogic principles implemented in the contents of the Fortune 500 

companies’ WOAs? Comparing with RQ1, RQ2 emphasizes WOAs’ content. The content has a 

positive correlation in two-way communication. If a WOA posts original article, followers tend 

to read more often and provide feedback regularly. There were some common topics on WOAs: 

companies’ product knowledge, promotional events, special announcements, and HR 

information. Followers receive pre-select information, which significantly increase the 

information dissemination process. Additionally, many companies treat WOAs as a new type of 

news hub to broadcast information to their target followers. Content plays a huge part in 

maintaining the connection between a company’s WOA and a follower. Also, 35 companies’ 

(54%) WOAs provided links to offer an in-depth reading on content. WOAs’ content also linked 

companies’ products that offered quick access that connects followers with a one-stop shopping 

experience on WOAs as well. Furthermore, on WOAs’ content, coders discovered that about 57 

companies’ (88%) WOAs have explicit symbols or links to invite new followers to follow the 

WOAs. The results demonstrated that WOAs’ content significantly influences existing 

followers’ loyalty and also responsible to attract any new and potential followers.  

RQ3: How do the Fortune 500 companies maintain dialogic communications with their 

publics through WOAs?  As the result illustrated, companies showed two-way communication 

on their WOAs. A two-way communication defines as when a WOA exchange conversation with 

a follower. Coders noticed that the number of comments may differ by the topic of the articles. 
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For example, when an article involves a reward, coders found a surge of comments under that 

particular article. As coders closely examined each WOAs’ most recent 30 articles (In total, 1950 

articles), the common issue revealed that followers leave comments, but WOAs do not respond 

to the comments on time. Followers see WOA as a virtual space that bring them closer to the 

companies. While comparing with a traditional company’s website, viewers usually play in a 

passive role to receive information. During the coding process, coders discovered there is a two-

way communication present, while the most important part is to reinforce both WOAs and 

followers to increase the usage of two-way communication on WOAs and also keep a long-

lasting relationship. Overall, from the examined 65 companies, there were clear relationships 

between WOAs and followers. A mutual relationship has established between WOAs and 

followers. WOAs also act as a virtual platform that allows followers to express their opinions or 

ideas in general. Even though both parties put efforts into maintaining the relationship, follow-up 

communication is necessary to sustain two-way communication. Thus, the dialogical loop is 

established, but companies’ WOA need to work on creating strategies to maintain two-way 

communication with their followers in a long run by providing useful and attractive content is 

the first step.  

Discussion 

Among a vast selection of social media, this study has selected WeChat because it is the 

most comprehensive application that encompasses from communication, business, social, charity 

and more into one application in China and some countries worldwide (Chan, 2015; Wang, 

2017). WOA is an auxiliary function on WeChat. Company uses WOA that allows any user to 

follow their accounts without any restrictions and free of charge. Followers have the freewill to 

follow or unfollow a WOA at any time. The relationship between a company and a follower is on 

the same platform that maintains a collaborative and supportive atmosphere. WOAs aim to keep 

followers loyally on their platform as long as they can. Most companies in our sample constantly 

update the platform and care for their followers through WOAs. WOAs shares similarities with a 

regular website’s features. Several researchers used dialogic principles to study corporate web 

sites, as the same token, the idea can also be applied on social media application. It is noting that 

WOA resembles a website, however, it is uniquely embedded inside a social application. 

Previous research illustrated useful suggestions and guidelines for WeChat to follow (Kent and 

Taylor, 2011). WOAs’ function exhibits unique features that new to public relations’ researchers. 

Thus, there is a gap concerning how a social messaging application reinterprets and broadens the 

dialogic public relations’ sphere and how public relations practitioners responds to a new wave 

of social phenomenon especially through the use of WeChat. 

The methods that will be used in this study is content analysis. Content analysis is an 

unobtrusive research method that examines recorded human communication regardless of 

whether it is a book or an audio file. From a user’s approach by evaluating user reactions to 

WOAs and the manifestation of dialogic strategies and outcomes for relationship cultivation. 

The study examines the 2018’s Fortune 500 companies’ WOAs and how they use 

WeChat to facilitate the dialogic communication with their key publics or stakeholders. The five 

dialogic principles were adopted from Kent and Taylor (1998; 2001) to be applied in this study. 

WeChat is an everyday application in China and for foreign companies to establish some 

presence through WOAs in China is a must.  

Limitation and Future Directions 

The first limitation is the sample size. After preliminary research screening, out of 500 

companies, there were only 228 companies who own a WOA. This research was able to in-depth 
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analyze a random sample (65 companies) among 228 companies, which have WOA. Since 65 

companies are relatively small sample compare to 228 companies, researchers assume that a 

richer data will be extracted from more companies.  

Secondly, both two coders used Apple IOS supported by WeChat version in this research. 

There are other WeChat versions that are available among mobile phone users. Other WeChat 

versions might yield some outstanding features that Apple version might not be equipped with.  

In addition, the nature of content analysis is time consuming. Both coders used hours and 

hours to look into each WOA, process the information, and then code each account based on the 

coding scheme. Coding error can be a common issue that is found in the process. Furthermore, 

since content analysis is the main method in this research of collecting data, it will continue to be 

used in the future research. Content analysis is considered unobtrusive research that looks at 

recorded human communication. Another content analysis’s strength is a low cost research 

method and also allows for a vast amount of quantitative data.  In the future research, all 228 

companies’ WOAs will be in-depth analyzed based on the foundation of dialogic communication 

theory. All in all, by learning successful companies’ WOAs, the information will provide 

improvements and suggestions for other current or future companies’ WOAs’ development. 
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Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to examine how CEO’s social media use is helpful to organizations 

to engage with its publics in pre-crisis and decrease negative outcomes when crisis occurs 

applying the concept of social distance to measure the degree of "humanized CEO.” 
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Social media have had a huge impact on public relations. Although many functions of 

social media in public relations have been discussed, such as increased dissemination of 

information to broader publics (e.g. Taylor, Wells, Howell, & Raphael, 2012) or specific publics 

(e.g., Avery, Lariscy, Amador, Ickowitz, Primm & Taylor, 2010), the most distinctive shift is the 

change from one-way communication to two-way communication between an organization and 

its publics (Auger, 2013; Knight & Carpenter, 2012; Lovejoy, Waters, & Saxton, 2012; Taylor & 

Kent, 2010). Public relations scholars have seen this change as a new opportunity to understand 

and satisfy the expectations of publics (Knight & Carpenter, 2012; Lovejoy et al., 2012; Taylor 

& Kent, 2010) by fostering direct engagement (Lovejoy et al., 2012; Waters, Burnett, Lamm & 

Lucas, 2009). Previous research has found that humanizing organizations in the social media 

environment leads to better understanding, trust, and support from publics through genuine 

dialogue (Hendriks, van den Putte, de Bruijn, & de Vreese, 2014; Kelleher, 2009; Kelleher & 

Miller, 2006).   

 Some CEOs of organizations have begun to actively use social media to promote public 

engagement (Brandfog, 2013; Domo.com, 2017; Men & Tsai, 2016). Prominent examples 

include Richard Branson, the chairman and founder of Virgin group, and Yuanqing Yang, the 

chairman of Lenovo group. In spite of its rising importance, however, only a few studies have 

explored CEOs’ social media use (Capriotti & Ruesja, 2018; Kim, X. A. Zhang, & B. W. Zhang, 

2016) and its effects (Jung & Park, 2014; Turk, Jin, Stewart, Kim, & Hipple, 2012). Specifically, 

one part of studies consists of descriptive and case study exploring. Descriptive studies explored 

what kind of social media CEOs use, what activities they do on social media, what social media 

or blog structure leads to genuine dialogue while case study investigated a CEO who overcame a 

(para-) crisis with his social media use (Kim et al., 2016; Vidgen et al., 2013). The other part of 

studies explored the effects of social media use focusing on publics’ motivation to engage, 

perceived social presence, and reputation (Jung & Park, 2014; Men & Tsai, 2016). Although 

these studies explore the effects of social media use by CEOs, they do not investigate the effects 

of how CEOs use social media. To our knowledge, only one study has examined the effects of 

how CEOs use social media use, but it merely tested whether a CEO’s presence in a crisis 

response video posted on YouTube affects publics’ perception (Turk et al., 2012). 

 To fill the gap, the purpose of this study is to examine the types of CEO’s social media use 

and their effects, adopting the symmetrical communication model and the concept of social 

distance to measure the degree of “humanized CEO” as a mediating factor. In doing so, the study 

attempts to extend previous PR research in two aspects. First, the study suggests a digital 

communication model adopting the traditional (a)symmetrical communication model and 

dialogic theory for the changed media environment where publics can initiate direct 

communication through messages. Second, this study attempts to suggest communication 

strategies for a CEO’s social media use to enhance public engagement by applying the perceived 

social distance to infer the degree of humanization of a CEO. 

Conceptualizing Digital Symmetrical Communication  

The emergence of the digital new media environment has changed many aspects of 

public relations (Phillips & Young, 2009; Solis & Breakenridge, 2009). Interactivity, one of the 

distinctive characteristics of new media, provides an environment in which publics can actively 

communicate with organizations through direct messages. Moreover, new media provides an 

asynchronous communication environment where communication actors send and receive 

messages in real time, and those messages generally recorded (Walther, 1994). Given that this 

message-based direct communication between public and organization appears more frequently 
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in the new media environment, it is necessary to apply existing PR communication theories to 

the online environment. However, it is difficult to apply the existing theories and models in the 

same way since the presumed media environment is different. Hence, this study suggests a 

digital communication model which is a re-conceptualized version of the (a)symmetrical 

communication model. 

 In the traditional media environment, there were almost no channels for direct 

communication with the public. However, in the new media environment, including social 

media, there is plenty of space for publics and organizations to exchange direct messages both 

personally and publicly. In light of this, digital communication uses an independent message as a 

unit, unlike conventional PR communication models such as symmetrical or dialogic 

communication model. The symmetrical communication model, for example, assumes the whole 

process of developing a program to collect voices of publics through formal research as 

communication (J. E. Grunig, 2009). Thus, it is difficult to apply the symmetrical model as it is 

to the new media environment that enables message-based direct communication. On the other 

hand, dialogic communication suggests dialogue as a unit of communication. The dialogue in 

dialogic communication is defined as “any negotiated exchange of ideas and opinion” (Kent & 

Taylor, 1998). In applying the notion to the new media environment, particularly to the context 

of an environment where direct communication between the organization and publics occurs, the 

basic component of dialogue can be the message of the organization and publics. That is, digital 

communication employs the underlying definition of communication from dialogic 

communication, narrowing it to an individual message.  

 Another change in the new media environment is that publics can attempt to 

communicate with the organization. Traditional media outlets, which were primarily one-way 

communication platforms, was limited when the public attempted to communicate with the 

organization first. Thereby, traditional symmetrical communication distinguishes two-way 

communication from one-way communication through the presence of formal research that is 

planned and conducted by the organization (J. E. Grunig and Hunt, 1984). What formal research 

implies is that (a) organization starts the communication, and (b) the criterion for dividing one-

way and two-way is whether the organization recognizes the publics’ voice. For the former 

aspect of formal research, digital communication takes the public-oriented approach, suggesting 

communication that publics initiate is the beginning of communication. For the latter aspect of 

formal research, digital communication sets the “answer” or “response” of an organization as the 

feature distinguishing one-way and two-way communication. The organization’s “response” to 

the public’s message implies that publics can confirm that the organization recognized the 

publics’ message. 

 In the existing (a)symmetrical communication model, symmetrical and asymmetrical 

communication are distinguished according to the purpose of communication (J. E. Grunig and 

Hunt, 1984). Specifically, asymmetrical communication is listening to the voice of the publics in 

order to persuade the publics (or dominant coalition), whereas symmetrical communication is for 

negotiation or mutual understanding between an organization and publics (Dozier, Grunig, & 

Grunig, 2013). In a result-oriented approach, symmetry or mutual understanding has been 

defined as “consensus” or agreement (Holtzhausen, 2000). Thus, digital communication 

emphasizes the intention of the organization’s response to publics’ message rather than 

behavioral results. In other words, digital asymmetric communication is defined as the 

organization’s response with persuasive intention, and digital symmetric communication is 



 

 
 

82 

defined as the organization’s response containing mutual understanding intention for a win-win 

(see Table 1). 

<Table 1 here> 

Perceived Social Distance and its Effects 

In the traditional media environment, publics did not have many opportunities to be 

exposed to CEOs of companies, and the most of exposure was well-prepared and one-directional. 

Hence, they generally saw a CEO as a figure representing a company rather than as a person with 

personal aspects. Given that traditional mass media describe a CEO as a person who has 

achieved unusual success and power, “regular” people would perceive a huge social gap between 

CEOs and themselves such that “they are different from me.” However, social media provide a 

space for publics to observe the humanized aspects of CEOs via two-way and personal-level 

communication. In CEOs’ social media profiles, publics can acquire humanized cues from 

CEO’s personal communication that cannot be seen in well-prepared speeches. Accordingly, 

publics can perceive CEOs as ordinary people “just like us” rather than as “alien.”  

Social distance represents a measurable psychological distance between an individual and 

a group (Park, 1967; Simmel, 1921). In other words, it refers to the individual’s perceptions of 

others with a specific status characteristic in terms of a subjective sense of distance by an 

individual. Individuals’ perception of social distance may vary according to the perceived 

similarity of the individual to a person or social group (Liviatan, Trope, & Liberman, 2008).  

For example, people feel closer to others who are the same gender or race. From an in-group, 

out-group perspective, individuals can classify the other person or social group as out-group if 

they perceive remote social distance due to low similarity. In the same way, individuals can 

classify the other person or social group as in-group if they perceive close social distance due to 

high similarity (Liviatan et al., 2008; Trope & Liberman, 2010). This notion includes not only 

demographic similarities but also social status. For a CEO, therefore, social distance can play an 

important role in inducing genuine dialogue, which is one of the purposes of using social media 

to allow publics to classify the CEO as an easy-to-talk-to in-group member. 

Nevertheless, social distance can be formed through the cues left on a CEO’s social 

media page even if publics do not engage directly with the CEO. People produce behavioral or 

non-behavioral information that reflects their own characteristics. According to the lens model, 

the information left around the actor, called environmental cues, functions as a lens that reflects 

the nature of the actor (Brunswik, 1956). In addition to the cues left in physical space (Gosling, 

Ko, Mannarelli, & Morris, 2002), the lens model also applies to cues left in virtual spaces such 

as web pages and Facebook profiles (Vazire & Gosling, 2004; Walther et al. 2008). That is, 

people infer the characteristics of an actor through cues left in a virtual space such as social 

media. For example, posts or comments on social media left by a CEO can be used to infer the 

CEO’s character. If the CEO uses social media as a platform for communicating with publics, 

the residues (e.g., communication style) left on his or her page can be utilized as humanized cues 

that are difficult to see in traditional media. Hence, publics can recognize the degree of a CEO’s 

humanization based on the posts or comments left by the CEO, which in turn affects perceived 

social distance even if publics have not interacted directly with the CEO via social media. 

The communication style of a CEO through social media can affect the degree of the 

CEO’s humanization perceived by the publics. As mentioned, ordinary people generally perceive 

CEOs as dehumanized out-group members who have different social status. In this circumstance, 

publics would perceive that a CEO is less humanized if they observe that the CEO sticks to his or 

her own opinion toward other “ordinary” people and tries to persuade them. Publics would 
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reaffirm the difference of social status between the CEO and themselves. In contrast, publics 

would feel that a CEO is more humanized if they observed the intention of the CEO to 

understand public opinion and actively reflect it in his or her comments to the replies of ordinary 

people on social media.  

Moreover, publics would be more willing to express their opinion toward a CEO if they 

perceive closer social distance. People classify the other person as an in-group member if they 

perceive closer social distance. According to intergroup bias (Hewstone, Rubin, & Willis, 2002), 

categorized individuals tend to evaluate their in-group and its members more favorably (i.e., in-

group favoritism; Brewer, 1979) while evaluating the out-group and its members more 

negatively (i.e., out-group derogation; Jackson & Hunsberger, 1999). Intergroup bias, which is a 

result of perceived social distance, can appear in various forms. People more positively evaluate 

the personality or characteristics (e.g., reliability, honesty, etc.; Brewer, 1979; Hewstone, 1990) 

as well as the writings of a person who is perceived to be socially close (Liviatan, 2008; Messing 

& Westwood, 2014; Zhao & Xie, 2011).  

Moreover, people are more likely to express their opinion to in-group members than out-

group members. For example, new graduate students feel more comfortable expressing their 

opinions to other graduate students than to professors during orientation since they recognize 

other graduate students as in-group members with close social distance. Applying these notions, 

publics would form a more positive attitude and be more likely to express opinion toward a CEO 

as they perceive a closer social distance. The following hypotheses are proposed: 

H1. Individuals will perceive closer social distance when exposed to comments left by a 

CEO in a digital symmetric communication style than a digital asymmetric 

communication style. 

H2. Those exposed to comments left by a CEO in a digital symmetric communication 

style (vs. digital asymmetric communication) perceive closer social distance, which in 

turn leads to a higher level of willingness to express an opinion. 

H3. Those exposed to comments left by a CEO in a digital symmetric communication 

style (vs. digital asymmetric communication) perceive closer social distance, which in 

turn leads to a more positive attitude toward the CEO. 

If publics categorize a CEO as in-group or out-group member through perceived social 

distance, the effects of group categorization can be similar for the CEO’s company. People 

generally recognize that characteristics of an individual group member reflect the characteristics 

of the group as a whole, or that the group’s decision reflects the preferences of the individual 

group members (group attribution error; Allison, & Messick, 1985). The CEO is a public worker 

(Arnold, 1989), a company’s visible symbol (Graham, 1997), and serves as the company’s top 

communicator (Dozier et al., 1995). Hence, it is possible to predict that the evaluation of a 

company by publics would be similar to their evaluation of the CEO since the CEO’s activities 

represent the company the CEO works for. 

H4. Those exposed to comments left by a CEO in a digital symmetric communication 

style (vs. digital asymmetric communication) perceive closer social distance, which in 

turn leads to a more positive attitude toward the CEO’s company. 

Method 

Participants 

Eighty-one current Facebook users collected through MTurk participated in the web-

based experiment originally. Using a screening question to check whether they read the stimulus 

carefully, the study filtered out participants who answered incorrectly to improve sample 
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validity1. Finally, total of 69 participants (38 men, 31 women) were used for analysis (age M = 

36.03, SD = 10.26).  

Procedure 

After reading a brief description of the study and agreeing to the consent form, 

participants were asked to fill out a short questionnaire about demographic information. Then, 

they were randomly assigned to either asymmetric or symmetric condition, taken to the next 

page where a CEO’s Facebook page was presented. The stimuli were constructed using the 

mock-up a CEO’s Facebook page, presenting CEO’s posts, publics’ replies to the posts, and 

CEO’s comments to the publics’ replies.  

For added generalizability, participants were presented with two CEO’s posts on CSR 

(i.e., visiting fertilizers in East Africa) and product promotion (i.e., new product releases), which 

are common topics in CEOs’ social media page.2 For the letter, the post message was written in 

an ambiguous way to say "newest release" in hiding the specific type of product with the concern 

that the type of product and company affect dependent variables. The contents of CEO’s posts 

were created by modifying previously posted on Fortune 500 CEOs’ social media page. The 

issue order (CSR vs. company promotion) was counterbalanced within each treatment condition.  

Each CEO’s post had two replies from others. The replies were also created by modifying 

previously commented under the Fortune 500 CEOs’ posts (e.g., “hope there is not the same 

defect the previous version had”). Reflecting reality that CEOs do not respond to all the replies, 

one of two others’ replies had CEO’s comment. The CEO’s posts and publics’ replies to the 

posts were identical for both conditions. The CEO’s comments toward the publics’ reply were 

manipulated corresponding to the conceptualization of digital asymmetric and symmetric 

communication. The CEO’s comments for asymmetry condition imply that the CEO sticks to 

own opinion and attempts to persuade publics (e.g., “we have looked at the defect in the previous 

version, but it was identified as caused by customers’ usage patterns”) whereas CEO’s comments 

in symmetry condition imply understanding publics and pursuit of mutual betterment (e.g., “we 

are aware of the problem of the previous version, the entire company tries to remove customer’s 

potential concerns”). In order to exclude the effects of the confounding factors such as CEO’s 

appearance, profile photograph and the personal information were blurred so that the participants 

could not identify. Moreover, the neutral name of CEO was decided in the consideration of 

gender, race, and age.  

Measures 

Perceived social distance was defined as the extent to which individuals perceive a sense 

of familiarity and nearness between themselves and others (Hodgetts, Stolte, Radley, Leggatt-

Cook, Groot & Chamberlain, 2011). Adopting the definition, the study developed following 

questions for a CEO context (M = 3.88, SD = 1.63, α = .94): “This CEO is like a person who is 

not very different from me”, “I feel I am close to the CEO,” “I think I can be a friend with this 

 
1 The question “Please indicate what the CEO replied to the comment of public on the Facebook 

you read-The only problem is, that fertilizers degrade land over time… Forest gardening is the 

better approach” was used to check whether a participant read the stimulus carefully.  
2 Post for CSR: I visited the largest fertilizer distribution center in East Africa. The visit was the 

highlight of my trip. Helping farmers get the most out of their farms is one of the surest paths to 

help them and their country escape poverty. Post for product promotion: We know you’ve been 

waiting, and we are happy to announce our newest release to our customers – please find 

announcements on our website about its release date within the next month! 
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CEO,” “I feel I am familiar with the CEO” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).  

For Attitude toward the company the CEO works for, the study used brand attitude scale 

of Spears and Singh’s (2004) (unappealing-appealing, bad-good, unpleasant-pleasant, 

unfavorable-favorable, used 7-points scale; M = 4.85, SD = 1.59, α = .96). The identical scale 

was used for the attitude toward the CEO asking “Please describe your overall feelings about the 

CEO” (M = 4.84, SD = 1.81, α = .97).  

For willingness to express an opinion, two items were used from Glynn, Hayes, and 

Shanahan (1997), adapted for social media context: “Are you willing to engage in a conversation 

on the CEO's Facebook you visited?,” “Are you willing to speak about an issue if you have on 

the CEO's Facebook you visited?” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree ; M = 4.83, SD = 

1.81, α = .96) 

Results 

Manipulation Check 

To examine if the CEO’s comments to publics’ replies were perceived to represent 

asymmetry or symmetry as intended, participants were asked about their perceptions of CEO’s 

communication style on the Facebook page. First, participants indicated how much they agree 

with questions about asymmetry (M = 3.99, SD = 1.71, α = .92): “the CEO tends to get others to 

believe in the way the CEO wants,” “The CEO responds defensively rather than accepting the 

concern of others sincerely,” “The CEO tries to persuade others that his/her opinion is right” and 

“The CEO sticks to his/her position rather than reflect public opinion” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 

= strongly agree). Then, perceived symmetry of  CEO’s comments to publics’ replies were 

measured with four questions (M = 4.69, SD = 1.55, α = .90): “The CEO tries to find mutual 

betterments rather than stick to his/her opinion,” “The CEO tends to respect others’ opinion,” 

“The CEO tries to understand concerns from others” and “The CEO tends to negotiate others’ 

opinion with his/her opinion” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Two-way 

(a)symmetric communication (L. Grunig, J. E. Grunig & Dozier, 2002) and dialogic 

communication (Yang, Kang & Cha, 2015) scales were adapted for digital communication items. 

For perceived asymmetry, independent sample t test was conducted to identify whether 

there is a significant statistical difference between asymmetry and symmetry conditions. The 

results established that participants in asymmetry condition (M = 5.17, SD = 1.02) indeed 

perceived that the CEO’s comments to publics’ replies are more asymmetric than those who in 

symmetry condition (M = 2.84, SD = 1.43), t(67) = 7.74, p < .001. For perceived symmetry, on 

the other hand, independent sample t test established participants in symmetry condition (M = 

5.77, SD = .98) perceived higher degree of symmetry about the CEO’s comments to publics’ 

reply than those who in asymmetry condition (M = 3.48, SD = 1.69), t(52.50) = -6.88, p < .001. 

Hypothesis tests 

To exam if CEO’s communication style affects the participants’ perceived social distance 

(H1), independent t test was performed. As hypothesized, CEO’s digital symmetric 

communication (M = 4.64, SD = 1.40) induced closer social distance than digital asymmetric 

communication (M = 3.10, SD = 1.48), t(67) = 4.45, p < .001. To address H2, which predicted 

CEO’s communication style affects publics’ willingness to express their opinion through 

perceived social distance, simple mediation test using Process analysis (Hayes, 2013) was 

performed. Results showed that digital symmetric communication induced closer perceived 

social distance (b = 1.55, SE = .35, t = 4.45 , p < .001) as H1 suggested, which in turn, enhanced 

publics’ willingness to express their opinion (b = .63, SE = .13, t = 4.93, p < .001). The indirect 

effect of CEO’s communication style on publics’ willingness to express opinion through 
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perceived social distance was statistically significant (b = .97, SE = .35, bias-corrected 10000 

bootstrap 95% CI [.41, 1.78]). Significant direct effect of CEO’s communication style on 

publics’ willingness to express opinion was not found (b = .05, SE = .41, t = .12, p = .90), 

suggesting full mediation effect (see Figure 1). 

<Figure 1 here> 

Simple mediation model was tested if CEO’s digital symmetric communication induces 

closer perceived social distance, thereby forming more positive attitude toward not only CEO 

(H3) but also the company CEO works for (H4) than digital asymmetric communication. The 

results of CEO’s communication style effects on perceived distance was identical to H2. For H3, 

perceived social distance positively related to the attitude toward CEO (b = .67, SE = .10, t = 

6.75, p < .001) such that participants formed positive attitude toward the CEO as they perceive 

closer social distance. Significant indirect (b = 1.04, SE = .31, bias-corrected 10000 bootstrap 

95% CI [.51, 1.76]) and direct effect (b = .93, SE = .32, t = 2.88, p < .01) was found, suggesting 

partial mediation effect (see Figure 2). For H4 (see Figure 3), perceived social distance positively 

related to the attitude toward the company CEO works for (b = .70, SE = .08, t = 8.26, p < .001). 

The effect of CEO’s communication style on attitude toward the company was fully mediated by 

perceived social distance (b = 1.08, SE = .29, bias-corrected 10000 bootstrap 95% CI [.58, 1.71]) 

with no significant direct effect (b = .40, SE = .27, t = 1.45, p = .15).  

<Figure 2 here> 

<Figure 3 here> 

Discussion  

Using online experiments, this study aims to provide theoretical and practical insights 

into effective CEO’s communication in the social media environment. We conceptualized 

symmetrical communication and asymmetrical communication in social media as digital 

symmetrical and digital asymmetrical communication and examined the concept of social 

distance to predict individuals’ willingness to express their opinion and attitudes toward the CEO 

in the social media environment.  

The results show that participants who perceive symmetrical communication in social 

media are more likely to perceive closer social distance with the CEO compared to those who 

perceive asymmetrical communication. Those who perceive closer social distance with the CEO 

are more likely to express their opinions. In addition, participants who perceive closer social 

distance with the CEO tend to have more positive attitudes toward the CEO and the CEO’s 

company than participants who perceive lower social distance with the CEO. The relationship 

between a CEO’s communication style and the willingness to express is fully mediated by the 

perceived social distance. The results of this study make a contribution to building the 

symmetrical communication model and explaining social distance in the context of social media 

and provide practical implications to illuminate how a CEO’s communication can be effectively 

used to engage with publics in the social media environment.  

Digital symmetrical communication and social distance  

Theoretical implications for this study are as follows. First, our study contributes to 

understand CEO’s effective communication in the social media environment, conceptualizing 

digital symmetrical communication. Although social media are suited for strategic management 

based on two-way symmetrical communication that is highly recommended in public relations, 

many practitioners have difficulty utilizing social media as two-way symmetrical communication 

and evaluating communicative action in the social media environment (J. Grunig, 2009; L. 

Gruing, J. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002). However, using the newly conceptualized communication 
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model and theory-driven approach, we provide measurement scales to evaluate a CEO’s social 

media use. Since the emergence of social media, many scholars in public relations have studied 

dialogic communication to understand social media in the practice of public relations (Gordon & 

Berhow, 2009; Rybalko & Seltzer, 2010; Theunissen & Noordin, 2011). Given the importance of 

symmetrical and dialogic communication in using social media, this study conceptualized digital 

symmetrical communication and examined its effects on perceptions and attitudes of publics.  

Furthermore, this study contributes an understanding of how the concept of social 

distance applies to public relations. The present study is the first to examine the role of social 

distance of CEO in public relations research, focusing on social media. The results show that 

social distance plays a critical role in leading to high engagement of publics on social media as 

well as positive attitudes toward the CEO and company. Furthermore, perceived social distance 

was a mediator between digital symmetrical communication of the CEO and positive outcomes. 

Especially, we found that symmetrical communication of the CEO and publics’ willingness to 

express were fully mediated by the perception of publics. Thus, the degree to which the CEO is 

humanized will enable public relations managers to develop more strategic communication in the 

social media environment.   

Ten principles of CEO’s social media use to increase positive outcomes  

The findings of the theory-driven approach in this study suggest practical implications for 

public relations managers to think of effective communication by a CEO in the social media 

environment and provide concrete knowledge about a CEO’s effective communication style and 

the role of social distance in positive outcomes. If a CEO in the organization tries to use his or 

her social media account to interact with publics (e.g., consumers), there are six principles to 

follow for digital symmetrical communication. First, consider others’ opinion more than express 

your opinion to others. Second, try to accept other opinion more than reject others’ opinion. 

Third, try to actively listen to others more than be defensive about others’ opinion. Fourth, reflect 

others’ opinion rather than stick to one’s own opinion. Fifth, show the attitude that you are trying 

to understand others rather than persuade them. Sixth, indicate that you are willing to negotiate 

rather than that you are stubborn. These principles of CEO’s social use must be applied from the 

beginning of social media content creation and later in responding to others. When digital 

symmetrical communication based on these principles leads to public engagement and positive 

attitudes toward the CEO and the company, it is useful to enhance the practice of public relations 

through social media.  

The results of this study emphasize that CEOs should use social media to humanize 

themselves. When publics perceive a CEO as a humanized person, they are more likely to be 

engaged in the CEO’s social media and willing to speak up to the CEO in the social media 

environment. They are also more likely to show positive attitudes toward the CEO and the 

company. Using the concept of social distance, we suggest four additional principles to bring 

positive outcomes for the CEO and the organization. As seventh principle, it is important to 

show that the CEO is not very different from other people. Eighth, present yourself in a way that 

helps publics feel close. Ninth, try to increase the feeling of friendship with publics. Tenth, 

create a feeling of familiarity with publics. Especially if the organization wants to use the CEO’s 

social media to increase engagement from publics, social distance will be critical because it 

mediates between the CEO’s symmetrical communication and publics’ willingness to speak out 

in the social media environment.  

Limitations and Future Research 

This study focused on two types of CEO’s communication styles in the social media 
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environment. However, symmetrical and asymmetrical are not the only types of possible 

communication style in the social media environment. For example, a pervasive type of response 

from an organization or CEO is repeatable messages such as “Thanks for the comments.” 

Although this can be categorized as two-way communication based on the conceptualization of 

digital symmetric communication, this study did not compare its effects with other types of 

responses such as digital asymmetric or symmetric communication. Future research is necessary 

to explore the effects of various communication styles. 

Moreover, the study used two topics, CSR and product promotion, as experimental 

stimuli. Although these are prevalent topics that CEOs talk about in their social media pages, 

they are company-related topics. One of the distinctive characteristics of social media is that it 

provides a mass-personal communication environment. That is, a CEO can use social media not 

only for company-related public issues but also for personal issues. Considering that the type of 

the post possibly affects the results of this study, future researchers should explore the effects of 

characteristics of a post. 
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Figures and tables 

 

Table 1. Traditional two-way communication models and digital communication model 

 Asymmetric Symmetrical 

Traditional two-way 

communication model 

Formal Research and PR 

practice (persuasion) 

Formal research and PR practice 

(mutual understanding) 

Digital communication 

Organization’s response to 

publics message with persuasive 

intention. 

Organization’s response to 

publics message with intention 

of mutual understanding. 

 

 

Figure 1. Indirect effects of CEO’s communication style on publics’ willingness to express 

opinion through perceived social distance 

 
*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001  

 

Figure 2. Indirect effects of CEO’s communication style on attitude toward CEO through 

perceived social distance 

 
*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001  

 

Figure 3. Indirect effects of CEO’s communication style on attitude toward the company 

through perceived social distance 
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*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001  

  

CEO’s 

communication style 

Perceived social 

distance 

Attitude toward the 

company 

b = 1.55 

t = 4.45
***

 

b = .40 

t = 1.45 

b = .70 

t = 8.26
***
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Abstract 

Research in crisis communication including a published meta-analysis of SCCT and the 

discovery of the scansis, the intersection between crises and scandals, has called into question the 

accuracy of the Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) and its communicative 

recommendations for the preventable crisis cluster (Ma & Zhan, 2016). The discovery of scansis 

problematized the conceptualization of the preventable crisis cluster. As a result, three new crisis 

clusters were formed using injustice and greed, both critical appraisals of moral outrage, namely 

human-error, management misconduct and scansis. This study examines whether or not the 

optimal response for the preventable crisis cluster produces the desired positive outcomes for the 

human-error and management misconduct sub-clusters. The results suggest that the optimal crisis 

response for the preventable cluster only seems to apply to human-error crises and only for post-

crisis reputation. Additionally, perceptions of greed and injustice, characteristic of management 

misconduct and scansis crises, create a boundary condition that prevents the positive effects of 

the optimal strategies identified in SCCT. This research has important implications for both 

theory and practice. Crisis practitioners should be cognizant of the limited effects of crisis 

response strategies and should consider long-term rather than short-term investments especially 

when a crisis can generate strong moral outrage. From a theoretical standpoint the preventable 

crisis cluster should be treated as three distinct sub-cluster and the current optimal response 

strategies as per SCCT should be applied only to the human-error sub-clusters.   

Keywords: crisis communication, crisis management, SCCT, preventable crises 
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Theories provide explanations of the world around us and predictive theory can provide 

guidance to professions. Predictive theories in communication indicate the specific effects 

communicative interventions will have when applied to a problematic situation.  Predictive 

theories are a key element to the Institute for Public Relation’s commitment to understanding the 

science beneath the art of public relations. Situational crisis communication theory (SCCT) is a 

cognitive-based, predictive theory designed to provide guidance for crisis managers. SCCT 

posits that specific crisis response strategies are optimal (produce the greatest benefits such as 

protecting reputational assets) in certain crisis situations (Coombs, 2007). The utility of a 

predictive theory is dependent upon the accuracy of its prescriptions. 

Recent research has raised questions about the accuracy of SCCT’s optimal strategy 

recommendations when applied to preventable crises, those that produce strong attributions of 

crisis responsibility. A meta-analysis of SCCT research found inconsistent results for the optimal 

crisis response strategies in research using preventable crises (Ma & Zhan, 2016). Research 

documenting the existence of scansis (the fusion of a crisis and a scandal) as a distinct form of 

preventable crisis characterized by evoking the emotion of moral outrage also raised concerns.  

The optimal crisis response for preventable crises failed to create the positive effects on 

reputation predicted by SCCT for a scansis (Coombs & Tachkova, in press). The results from the 

scansis crisis response studies raise the question of whether or not the optimal crisis response for 

SCCT will produce the anticipated outcomes in crises for the other two crisis types that comprise 

the preventable crisis cluster, the human-error and management misconduct.  The questioning 

of the SCCT recommendations for the preventable crisis cluster is what drives the research 

presented in this paper.  This paper begins with a review of the relevant literature then presents 

the details the study followed by a discussion of how the results relate to crisis communication 

practice and theory. 

Literature Review 

To provide context for the two studies, it is important to review SCCT and the concept of 

moral outrage. The review of SCCT establishes the basic elements of the theory and provides an 

extended discussion of the preventable crisis cluster and past research that examined the optimal 

crisis responses the theory prescribes for the preventable crisis cluster. Moral outrage is included 

because it provides new insights for SCCT. Based on cognitive appraisal theory, how people 

perceive greed and injustice in a crisis situation determines the level of moral outrage derived 

from the crisis situation. The discussion of moral outrage’s importance to crisis communication 

is explored through the new crisis form known as scansis. 

SCCT: Overview and the Preventable Crisis Cluster 

SCCT is a cognitive-based framework that seeks to protect organizational assets, 

especially the organizational reputation, through post-crisis communication (Coombs, 1995). The 

roots of SCCT lie in attribution theory, which attempts to explain how people make sense of 

events, especially negative events (Weiner, 1986). Attribution theory suggests that people make 

attribution of responsibility for events to internal or external factors based on limited 

information. People tend to attribute an action to the person executing the action (internal) or 

outside forces (external). When applied to crisis events, attribution theory would suggest that 

after a crisis situation, individuals need to attribute the responsibility of why the crisis happened 

and will attribute the cause either to the organization in crisis or to outside forces. If stakeholders 

perceive the organization to be responsible for the crisis, they will attribute responsibility of the 

events to the organization. Crisis responsibility is one of the key variables in SCCT. 

Furthermore, SCCT uses stakeholder attributions of crisis responsibility to form three clusters of 
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crisis types: victim, accidental, and preventable.  

The victim cluster is comprised of crises where both the organization and the 

stakeholders are harmed e.g., natural disasters. These types of crises cause mild reputational 

damage, and very low attributions of responsibility as sometimes the organization is a victim 

itself. The accidental cluster is characterized by minimal attributions of crisis responsibility, as 

the crisis is a result of unpreventable actions from the organization’s side. Lastly, the preventable 

cluster involves crises where the organization has knowingly placed stakeholders at risk and 

create strong attributions of crisis responsibility. SCCT is premised on a correlation between 

crisis responsibility and the threat a crisis poses to organizational assets such as reputation 

(Coombs, 2007)   

SCCT states that any crisis that injures or could injure stakeholders must begin 

communication with the ethical base response. The ethical base response is composed of 

instructing and adjusting information. Instructing information helps to protect people physically 

from the dangers of a crisis. Adjusting information helps people to cope psychologically with a 

crisis including corrective action, expressions of sympathy, and information about the crisis 

event (Sturges, 1994). SCCT proposes different crisis response strategies, arranged in a 

continuum from defensive to accommodative, can be added to the ethical base response 

(Coombs, 2017).  Defensive strategies prioritize protecting organizational assets while 

accommodative strategies prioritize helping victims or potential victims of the crisis. The more 

responsibility is attributed to the organization, the more accommodative the crisis response 

should be. Therefore, the preventable crisis cluster is matched with accommodative crisis 

strategies, such as apologies and/or compensation, added to the ethical base response because 

this crisis cluster produces the strongest attributions of organizational crisis responsibility.  

But there are several issues with the preventable cluster. To begin with, the cluster 

includes three types of crises – human-error accidents, human-error product harm and 

management misconduct. The original study that created the crisis groups found human-error 

and management misconduct crises produced similar levels of crisis responsibility. However, on 

the surface, human-error and management misconduct crises appear different because human-

error seems less intentional than management misconduct. Research, nevertheless, showed that 

the even when human-error accidents and human-error product harm crises produced lower crisis 

responsibility attribution scores than the management misconduct crises, those differences tend 

not to be significant (Coombs & Holladay, 2010).  

These findings and observations suggest that human-error and management misconduct 

crises are qualitatively different. The difference could be explained with trust violation research 

in psychology. When a crisis occurs, people’s expectations towards the organization are violated. 

There are two types of trust violations – competence and integrity-based trust violation. 

Competence-based trust violations happen when a person performs poorly because they lack the 

required skills (i.e., they are perceived not to be competent). An integrity-based trust violation is 

a situation when a person is perceived not to follow common accepted principles of conduct 

(Kim, Ferrin, Cooper & Dirks, 2004). Applying this typology to crisis communication research 

and the preventable cluster, would equate the human-error crises to competence-based and 

management misconduct crises to integrity-based trust violations. 

Ma and Zhan’s (2016) meta-analysis of SCCT research found an inconsistency is 

substantiating the prescriptive advice for which crisis responses are optimal in the preventable 

cluster.  While four studies support the recommendations for optimal crisis, four studies did not 

find direct support of the recommendations. Two of the studies, Grappi and Romani (2015) and 
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Claeys and Cauberghe (2014) examined moderators that affects how crisis response strategies 

impact crisis outcomes. These two moderator studies do not contradict the SCCT 

recommendations for optimal crisis responses but do show how contextual modifiers shape the 

way crisis responses affect crisis outcomes. The study by Kim and Sung (2014) mistakenly and 

inappropriately uses denial strategies in the study. Mistakenly because their claims of when to 

use denial do not fit with SCCT recommendations and inappropriately because denial works 

differently from the other crisis response strategies and is highly sensitive to issues of guilt 

(Coombs, Holladay & Claeys, 2016). The raw data from that study actually supports the SCCT 

recommendation that ethical base response plus apology is more effective than ethical base 

response alone in a preventable crisis. The study by Verhoeven et al. (2012) provided the only 

clear failure of the optimal crisis response recommendations from SCCT for the preventable 

crisis. That crisis was a case of management misconduct that was connected to cutting costs. 

This crisis case could be an example of a scansis. 

Scansis, Moral Outrage, and Cognitive Appraisal Theory 

Scansis is the unique intersection between a crisis and a scandal (Coombs et al., 2018). A 

scansis can emerge when stakeholders become aware of a crisis that violates moral obligations 

and/or the crisis response fails to address the concerns of victims. There are several crisis risks 

that indicate the possibility of a crisis becoming a scansis including the behaviors in question are 

considered morally offensive, the offensive behaviors appear to be preventable, and there is 

public awareness of the behaviors. The most significant characteristic of scansis, however, is 

moral outrage as a critical appraisal of scansis. The emotion of moral outrage is a distinct form of 

anger (Salerno & Peter-Hagene, 2013). Critical appraisal theory, really a collection of theories, 

argues that appraisal factors (cues) in a situation can be used to predict the emotions that 

situation will generate (Lazarus, 1991; Watson & Spence, 2007). Specific appraisal patterns will 

produce distinct emotions. Research (Antonetti & Maklan, 2016) has found that perceptions of 

injustice and greed in are critical appraisals for moral outrage. Research has shown that a scansis 

produces strong appraisals of greed and injustice. Investigation of the communicative 

implications of scansis (Coombs & Tachkova, in press) showed that it precludes the immediate 

positive effects of an accommodative crisis response on stakeholder perceptions. Crisis managers 

would know they are in a scansis if news stories and social media posts were suggesting greed 

cause the crisis and that the actions of the organization were unjust to stakeholders 

The discovery of scansis and the problematic possible distinction between the human-

error and management misconduct crisis types problematized the preventable crisis cluster. 

Research examined if moral outrage, characteristic of scansis, can be used to produce new crisis 

clusters among the preventable crisis types. Upon investigation, it was found that moral outrage 

is indeed a third appraisal in SCCT, proceeded by a negative situation and attributions of crisis 

responsibility. As a result, the preventable crisis types were refined and the new clusters are 

human-error (competence-based crisis), management misconduct (integrity-based crisis) and 

scansis (Coombs & Tachkova, 2018).   

SCCT recommends using the ethical base response plus an accommodative response 

(compensation and/or apology) when faced with a preventable crisis. This optimal response 

should result in less reputational damage, greater retention of purchase intention, and less 

negative word-of-mouth (the three common crisis outcomes). However, the past scansis research 

found no effect for the optimal recommended response on these three common crisis outcomes 

(Coombs & Tachkova, in press). As noted earlier, the meta-analysis of SCCT research indicated 

inconsistency with the research involving the optimal crisis response strategies for the 
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preventable crisis cluster. The question is whether or not the optimal response for the preventable 

crisis cluster produce the desired positive results for the human-error and management 

misconduct sub-clusters. Answering this question is essential to enhancing the accuracy of the 

professional guidance offered by SCCT.   

This study examines the effects of SCCT’s optimal crisis response recommendations for 

the human-error and management misconduct crises, two common crisis types. The results will 

indicate if modifications are needed for to the SCCT crisis optimal crisis response 

recommendations for preventable crises once moral outrage is added to the theory. SCCT posits 

that the optimal crisis response will have a positive effect on the three outcome variables in the 

human-error and management misconduct crises. Following recommendations from SCCT and 

considering findings from previous research, the following hypotheses are proposed for the 

study:  

H1: An apology coupled with an ethical base response will result in more positive post-

crisis reputation scores for human-error and management misconduct crises than 

information only coupled with an ethical base response. 

H2: An apology coupled with an ethical base response will resulted in higher purchase 

intention scores for human-error and management misconduct crises than information 

only coupled with an ethical base response. 

H3: An apology coupled with an ethical base response will result in lower negative word-

of-mouth scores for human-error and management misconduct crises than information 

only coupled with an ethical base response.  

The study has implications for both crisis communication theory and practice. From a 

theoretical standpoint, the study will provide more clarity about the nature of the preventable 

crisis cluster and effects of various crisis responses to crises in this cluster. Because SCCT is 

designed to solve problems related to crisis communication, revising the theory has direct 

implications for the practice. Understanding the communicative implications of the new sub-

clusters in the preventable crisis cluster will help improve some of the guidance SCCT provides 

to professionals through experimentally tested cause-effect evidence.  

Methods 

Design and procedures 

The study employed a 2 (crisis type: human-error, management misconduct) by 3 (crisis 

response: apology, information, and no response) between-subjects design. The materials for the 

study included selecting appropriate crises which represent the new preventable sub-clusters as 

well as creating the crisis responses from the organization. People were told to read a news story 

about the crisis event and then respond to a series of questions. Prior to reading the news story, 

people were asked to evaluate the reputation of three companies including the two that were used 

in the study. This provided a pre-test score for reputation. The idea was to check to see if the pre-

test reputation was neutral (near 4) and not overly positive or negative because prior reputation 

can affect perceptions of post-crisis reputations. The pre-crisis reputation score for the 

management misconduct scenario was 4.59 and the human-error scenario was 4.32, both were 

near the mid-point of 4. In addition, one way analyses of variance were run to determine if there 

were differences in the pre-crisis reputation scores for respondents in the various scenarios.  

Significant differences between the pre-test reputation scores would have required efforts to 

control for those differences. There was no significant difference between the pre-crisis 

reputation scores for either respondents in the human-error (p = .72) or the management 

misconduct (p = .07) conditions. The results of the pre-crisis reputation scores indicated prior 
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reputation should not affect the results of the study. The task took about 15 minutes to complete. 

Measures 

Reputation was measured using the five-item version of the Organizational Reputation 

Scale (Coombs and Holladay, 2002) (Cronbach’s α = .75) and crisis responsibility was assessed 

with a three-item scale from Coombs and Holladay (1996) (Cronbach’s α = .78). Purchase 

intentions was measured with a three-item scale. Sample items include “The likelihood of my 

buying products made by the organization is quite high” and “Because of the incident, I would 

avoid using product made by the organization” (Cronbach’s α = .71). Negative word-of-mouth 

will be measured using three items consistent with previous research (Gregoire and Fisher, 2006) 

(Cronbach’s α = .93). Sample items include “I would be likely to bad-mouth against the 

company in the news story to other people” and “I would tell other people not to buy from the 

company in the news story”.  Account acceptance was assessed with four items, adopted from 

Blumstein et al. (1974) (Cronbach’s α = .80).  Sample items include “The people affected by 

the incident would consider the response by the organization to be APPROPRIATE” and “The 

people affected by the incident would consider the organization’s response to be 

BELIEVABLE”. The majority of the items were assessed on seven-point scales ranging from 

“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” or “very unfavourably” to “very favourably”.  

A set of manipulation checks was used to determine whether or not respondents 

perceived the desired differences between the independent variables, namely the crisis types and 

the three crisis response conditions. The manipulation check for crisis type aimed to determine if 

people see the difference in the crisis types. The manipulation items include: “The situation was 

caused because of employee incompetence” and “The situation was caused by purposeful and 

inappropriate actions by management in the organization.” Manipulation checks were also used 

to assess whether respondents perceived the difference between the three response conditions. 

Manipulation items were: “The organization apologized for the crisis” and “The organization did 

not provide a response to the crisis.” 

Stimuli 

The crisis scenarios for human-error was product harm case involving benzene in Perrier 

bottled water. The crisis scenario for management misconduct was Ralph Lauren managers  

bribing officials in a foreign country. The design also involved three crisis response conditions: 

apology, information, and no response. SCCT posits the optimal response for a preventative 

crisis is the ethical base response (instructing and adjusting information) plus apology (and/or 

compensation). For this study we selected apology with the ethical base response. For the 

human-error (Perrier) scenario, the ethical base response was the recall announcement, 

replacement of the problem filter, and information about the recall process. For the management 

misconduct scenario, the ethical base response was paying the fine, an internal audit about 

bribery, and details about the acts of bribery. Note the management misconduct scenario lacks a 

need for instructing information because the scenario does not place stakeholders at risk. All 

three scenarios included the ethical base response to control for the possible effect of the ethical 

base response on the outcome variables. 

 In the apology response, the organization took responsibility for the crisis and admitted 

that what happened was due to its wrongdoing. The information conditions consisted of a brief 

statement issued by the organization where just basic information about the crisis is given to the 

public. Information only is a neutral response and past research shows it is suboptimal because it 

is unlikely to affect post-crisis reputation, purchase intention, or negative word-of-mouth either 

positively or negatively (Coombs & Holladay, 2008). Moreover, giving information about the 
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crisis is a common crisis response to actual crises because people do find such information 

useful. That makes the information only condition a fair comparison treatment because it is a 

useful response and will not create a negative reaction as would a denial crisis response. The no 

response condition included some background information about the organization. It did not state 

that organization declined to comment been declined because that would be considered a 

response in itself (Coombs, 2014). All three crisis responses were of equal length and created 

from actual statements that organizations have at some point made in front of the public. The rest 

of the information in the stimuli came from actual news stories about the crisis events. The use of 

actual crisis responses and news stories enhances the realism of the crisis stimuli.   

Participants 

Crisis response strategies should not have the desired effect if account acceptance is low 

(Fediuk, Pace & Botero, 2010). Because the study involved crisis responses, account acceptance 

was an important factor for retaining respondents in the study. Respondents were retained in the 

analyses if they reported an account acceptance score of 3.5 or higher. The 3.5 score is slightly 

below the mid-point of 4 for variable and retained 75% of the original sample. The final set of 

research participants were 261 U.S. residents recruited by the SurveyMonkey respondent pool.  

SurveyMonkey maintains a pool of approximately 30 million respondents, representative of the 

U.S. population. Respondents from SurveyMonkey allowed us to access a non-student pool for 

the study. The age breakdown of the respondents was 16% 25 to 29 years-old, 26.4% 30 to 44 

years-old, 42.5% 45 to 60 years-old, and 14.9% 61 to 70 years-old.  The sample was 52.9% 

female (n = 138) and 47.1% male (n = 123). 

Results: Manipulation Checks 

The manipulation checks were evaluated using one way analysis of variance to assess 

how people were perceiving the different crisis scenarios. For the crisis type, the two items 

included one asking if the situation was result of an employee mistake and one asking if the 

situation was a result of purposeful action by managers. For the incompetence item, there was a 

significant different (F(1, 267 ) = 37.8, p < .001) for scenarios. As expected, the human-error 

scenario (M = 4.94, SD = 1.48) was rated more highly for incompetence than the management 

misconduct scenario (M = 3.93, SD = 1.19). For the purposeful action item there was a 

significant different (F(1, 267) = 26.1, p < .001) for scenarios. As expected, the management 

misconduct scenario (M = 4.64, SD = 1.40) was rated higher for purposeful action than the 

human-error scenario (M = 3.89, SD = 1.10). The manipulation for crisis types was considered 

successful. 

Two items were used to evaluate the manipulation of the crisis response. One asked if the 

organization provided an apology and the other asked if the organization has provided a 

response. The manipulation checks for the crisis response found that respondents were not 

differentiating between the information only and the no response condition. The information 

only condition noted the organization supplied specific information about the crisis while the no 

response simply provided additional information about the company. The one way analysis of 

variance indicated not difference between the information only and no response for the two 

manipulation check items. The overlap is probably a result of all crisis response conditions 

containing the ethical base response. The ethical base response was necessary to determine if 

apology was adding value to a response beyond the initial ethical base response as stated by 

SCCT. Because of the overlap, the information only and no response conditions were collapsed 

into one condition resulting in only two crisis responses: apology and information. A one way 

analysis of variance using the two response conditions found significant differences between 
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response conditions for both the apology (F(1,249) = 33.94, p < .001) and providing a statement 

((F(1, 249 = 4.28, p = .04) items. For each item, apology was rated higher than the information 

condition. The apology manipulation was considered successful.   

Results: Analysis of Hypotheses 

MANOVAs were used to test the three hypotheses. The initial analysis found no 

interaction effect between crisis type and crisis response. Separate MANOVAs were conducted 

for the human-error and management misconduct conditions to determine if there was any effect 

for crisis response on reputation, purchase intention, or negative word-of-mouth. There was no 

significant effect in the management misconduct crises for crisis response on reputation (p = 

.98), purchase intention (p = .72), or negative word-of-mouth (p = .69).   

For the human-error crisis, there was a significant effect for crisis response on reputation 

(F(1,99) = 4.80, p = .03, partial eta square = .05, power = .58) but not for purchase intention (p = 

.72) or negative word-of-mouth (p = .69). The mean score for apology was 4.91 (SD = 1.05) and 

4.49 (SD = .81) for information. To follow-up on this positive effect for crisis response on 

reputation, a set of paired t-test were conducted on the pre-crisis and post crisis single item 

measures of organizational reputation. The only paired t-test that failed to show a significant 

drop between the pre and post-crisis organizational reputation was the apology in a human error 

condition. There was not significant difference in the scores of pre-crisis reputation scores (M = 

4.38, SD = .92) and post-crisis reputation scores (M = 4.46, SD 1.03) (t (33)= .92, p = .72) for 

participants in the human-error and apology with ethical base response condition. This is further 

evidence that ethical base response plus apology (the optimal response for a preventable crisis 

according to SCCT) does have a positive effect on protecting an organization’s reputation during 

a crisis.   

Implications 

The results would suggest one explanation for the inconsistent findings in past SCCT 

research for preventative crises is that only a human-error crisis realized a reputational benefit 

from an apology being added to the ethical base response. A management misconduct crisis, 

similar to studies of scansis, failed to demonstrate a short-term benefit from utilizing the optimal 

crisis response recommended by SCCT. The findings suggest the value of using moral outrage 

(greed and injustice) to refine the preventable crisis cluster suggested by earlier researchers. 

Cognitive appraisal theory provides a means of explaining why moral outrage should matter 

when classifying crisis types and developing recommendations from crisis response strategies. 

The cumulative research that questions the current way SCCT conceptualizes the preventable 

crisis cluster demands a revision to optimal crisis response associated with this crisis cluster. 

Limitations 

An experimental study is limited by the artificial nature of experiments. However, no 

method is perfect. The benefit the experimental method is the ability to establish causal 

relationships in this case the relationship between crisis response conditions and crisis outcome 

variables. A second limitation is the two studies used only one human-error and one management 

misconduct crisis and apology. More and different human-error and management misconduct 

studies should be used to determine if the results in these studies are reproduceable. Also, future 

research should examine the effects of compensation alone and a combination of compensation 

and apology to determine the possible effect of those responses in a management misconduct 

crisis. Finally, there was the overlap of the information only response with the now response 

condition. The optimal SCCT crisis response the ethical base response plus apology (and/or 

compensation).  Therefore, the ethical base response had to be used in each condition to control 
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for the effects of using instructing and adjusting information.  If one condition did not use the 

ethical base response, the presence of the ethical base response in the other conditions could be 

the source of any differences between the conditions.  

Discussion and Conclusion 

As noted in the introduction, predictive theories are a critical driver to understanding the 

science beneath the art in public relations. Predictive theories explain how and why 

communicative interventions will have a specific effect on stakeholders. This study sought to 

improve the predictive value of SCCT’s communicative recommendations for crises in the 

preventable crisis cluster. SCCT is a cognitive-based theory derived from attribution theory. 

SCCT centers on two appraisals made by stakeholders: (1) a situation is negative and (2) 

attributions of responsibility for that situation. While attributions of crisis responsibility have 

proven to be useful foundation for SCCT, other cognitions can be important to crisis situations 

and could integrated into SCCT.  According to cognitive appraisal theory, appraisals of greed 

and injustice can produce the emotion of moral outrage. This confirms earlier research that 

identified moral outrage as a boundary condition for SCCT and indicate value for integrating it 

into SCCT.   

The revision of SCCT derived from cognitive appraisal theory and moral outrage begins 

with treating the preventable crisis clusters as three distinct sub-clusters: human-error, 

management misconduct, and scansis. The three sub-clusters are distinct because of how they 

affect perceptions of greed and injustice (moral outrage). In turn, the greed and injustice shape 

how people respond to crisis response strategies. The original optimal crisis response for the 

preventable crisis cluster only seems to apply to human-error, the sub-cluster with the lowest 

levels of perceived greed and injustice, and only for post-crisis reputation. For the management 

misconduct and scansis sub-clusters, the levels of greed and injustice preclude any immediate 

benefit crisis response strategies, even the original optimal strategies identified in SCCT. The 

greed and injustice create a boundary condition that prevents realizing the positive effects of 

crisis response strategies. 

The results of this study should not be interpreted to mean an organization can simply use 

any response in a management misconduct or scansis crisis because crisis responses seem to 

produce no immediate effects on the common crisis outcome variables. A suboptimal response 

can enhance the negative effects from the initial crisis intensifying the damages a crisis can 

inflict on an organization (Frandsen & Johansen, 2017). Also, an optimal response can be an 

investment that produces long-term benefits for the organization (Coombs &Tachkova, in press). 

More research is needed to understand the potential long-term benefits of optimal response 

strategies in management misconduct and scansis situations. a 

While the majority of the experimental research in SCCT support the theories basic 

assumptions, there has been inconsistency in the results of studies exploring the effects of crisis 

response strategies in the preventable crisis cluster. This study uses the concept of moral outrage 

and cognitive appraisal theory to explain why those contradictory results occurred and to provide 

a revision of SCCT to improves is predictive abilities. The data suggest that scansis and 

management misconduct crises create strong emotion moral outrage due to the perceptions of 

greed and injustice created by these situations. Moral outrage creates a boundary condition for 

SCCT. The optimal crisis response recommendations do not seem to hold for crises 

(management misconduct and scansis) that create strong moral outrage. These findings have 

direct implications for crisis communication practice and theory. For practice, crisis 

communicators must be aware of the limited effects crisis response strategies can have in crises 
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that are likely to generate strong moral outrage. Too often crisis research suggests apology is 

enough to “fix” most crisis situations but that is flawed advice for some forms of crises. 

Furthermore, crisis response strategies should be considered long-term rather than short-term 

investments when a crisis has strong moral outrage.  

For theory, the structure of the preventable crisis cluster in SCCT must be revised along 

with its optimal response recommendations. The preventable crisis cluster should be treated as 

three distinct sub-cluster and the current optimal response strategies applied only to the human-

error sub-clusters. Crisis communicators must not expect immediate benefits from using optimal 

crisis responses for scansis and management misconduct crises but be warned that failing to use 

optimal response strategies could worsen the situation. Lack of a short-term effective should not 

be taken as evidence that the crisis response “failed.” More research is needed to clarify and to 

strengthen the value of integrating cognitive appraisal theory, via moral outrage, into SCCT 

thereby improving the accuracy the theories guidance for crisis communicators. 
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Abstract 

Which factors influence brand recall in online news articles? This research tests three 

factors—visual, placement and mentions—to determine impact on brand recall using two quasi-

experimental surveys per factor (with a total of 900 participants). The results show that branded 

image has the largest potential for impact, followed by brand mention positioning in the article. 

While this study contributes new knowledge to help professionals in developing more strategic 

content for a brand, as well as reliable metrics to measure the value of news coverage, we also 

recommend further studies to amplify these benefits. The framework outlined in this research can 

be used to test different types of visual aids, brands, media platforms, influencers and their 

potential influence on brand recall.  
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Introduction 

Background 

For decades, public relations professionals have pushed client stories to journalists, 

working to reach their audiences through mass media. How do they know if they met their goals? 

Did the placement influence readers? Did anyone remember the brand at all?  

Based on two theories—agenda-setting and priming theory—media can influence 

thinking and behaviors of potential consumers/target audiences. If the purpose of media coverage 

is to influence thinking and behavior, the first step in this process is brand awareness, according 

to Walsh, Kim & Ross (2008). “While there are many objectives of brand building activities, it 

has been suggested that none may be more important than creating brand awareness among 

consumers and developing strength of brand presence in a consumer’s memory,” the researchers 

confirmed, “if consumers are unaware that a brand exists, their products will not become part of 

the individual’s consideration set (p. 202).”  

Information leads to attitudes and perceptions, which shape behavior. This behavior 

could be purchasing a product, signing up for a program or any other desired action. The first 

step in this process of influencing behavior is brand recall or awareness. Brand salience—how 

easily and often customers think of a brand—is the base of the customer-based brand equity 

model pyramid (Keller, 2009). Without brand recall, nothing else matters in terms of brand 

loyalty.  

One measure of brand value that has been used is the Brand Recall Index (BRI). While 

this metric doesn’t specifically look at the factors that lead to greater recall in a news article, it 

looks at overall brand recall. Krishnan, Sullivan, Groza & Aurand (2013) used two quasi-

experimental timed survey to look at brands that are remembered using an unaided technique. 

The researchers explained, “Although the importance of brand value may be intuitive, 

researchers and practitioners alike have been challenged in isolating and measuring incremental 

brand value (p. 415).”  

There is a connection between recall and attitudes. A brand that is more easily retrieved is 

more likely to be purchased. Krishnan, et al., expanded on this concept:  

“This ease-of-retrieval experience makes the consumer argue non-consciously, ‘It 

must be a good brand or else why would it pop up so easily when I think about shoes? 

(referring to Nike)’ (p. 416).”  

In addition, brands that are recalled earlier than other brands enjoy a higher mind-share 

compared to brands that are recalled later (Krishan, et al., 2013).  

In the review of the body of research on media recall factors, three key factors surfaced 

as the potentially most impactful: 1) photo/branded image 2) headline placement and 3) number 

of brand mentions.  

Factor 1: Photo/Visual 

Holsanova, Rahm & Holmquist (2006) used eye-tracking studies to confirm the 

assumptions that visuals are the second most common entry point for a reader into an article. A 

Poynter Institute eye tracking study further confirmed the impact of visuals (Pips, V., 2009). In 

this study, participants received three different versions of the same story from traditional, text 

heavy to a very visual, graphics-laden presentation. Research showed that for both print and 

online, participants displayed greater recall of the graphics-laden version. This shows the value 

of the visual recall factor. This study found that text with photos was the type of article best 

recalled (better than just text or just visuals).  

In another eye-tracking case study, Holmquist and Wartenberg found that pictures 
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attracted significantly earlier attention than picture-less areas of the articles. They found that 

texts that are illustrated with pictures are regarded for a significantly longer time than other texts. 

In sum, “pictures are obvious attractors to the eye (2005, p. 14).”  

Mikhailitchenko, Javalgi, Mikhailitchenko & Laroche (2007) also studied the effect of 

visuals and imagery on brand recall. The researchers stated, “memory recall is higher if 

associated with more intensive, visual imagery activity (p. 932).” This study further shines light 

on not only the value of visuals, but that different types of visuals might have a different impact 

on recall. The researchers also looked at brand familiarity and how it reflects on share of mind. 

In conducting research, the concept of familiarity should be considered when using existing 

brands.  

In opposition to some studies on visuals, one study of two different sponsor formats—one 

with logo and one with text only—showed that the text-only version led to better recall of the 

brand name (Donovan, Anwar-McHenry, Aguilera, Nicholas, & Kerrigan, 2015). This confirms 

that the format of an image might influence recall. One factor that influenced the recall of the 

text version was the clarity of the brand name—the name was less clear in the logo format.  

Factor 2: Headline Placement 

A study by Holsanova, et al. (2006) compared a semiotic analysis with eye tracking 

measurement to test seven assumptions of the most common entry points for readers into articles. 

They mentioned that in eye tracking studies headlines ranked as the first entry point, even before 

pictures (p. 84). In the more text-focused era—before the ease and quantity of visuals of a social-

media era—headlines seemed to be more relevant and influential based on the literature. 

In a study of the headlines and summaries of articles on news recall, León (1997) found 

that while he did not find differences among the different formats (headline, summary and text; 

headline and text; summary and text; and text only), he did find that recall increased after 

modifying the headline and summary with macrostructural criteria. Based on this study, not only 

the presence in a headline affects recall but the structure of the headline can influence recall.  

Some research has shown that leadlines—the lead of a news article highlighted or 

distinguished from the rest of the text—may lead to better recall than traditional headlines 

(Smith, 1999).  

More research around headlines focuses on how they shape opinions than basic recall 

from exposure to headlines. Often readers only see a headline and the information and structure 

in the headline can shape opinions. If a headline may be all a reader may see, a brand mention in 

a headline has more chances to influence a reader to recall the brand.  

Factor 3: Multiple Mentions 

According to Jin, Suh & Donovan (2008), repeated exposure increases brand recall. 

Based on their study, brands with more mentions would have more recall, earlier recall and lead 

to less recall of other brands. Their research is based on the “commonsensical phenomenon” that 

repetition increases the performance in a memory task. They mentioned a more-than-century-old 

model proposed by Ebbinhaus that states that “information once learned is relearned more 

quickly and remembered better than new information (p. 45).” Repeated exposure increases both 

recall and recognition, as this study used both methods. It also provided a lag time to mimic real-

world situations and test long-term memory.  

In an empirical investigation of publicity and advertising on previous brand attitudes and 

knowledge, Stammerjohan, Wood & Chang discussed the repetition factor which supports the 

potential impact on recall of multiple brand mentions in an article (2005). They highlighted the 

“Repetition-Variation Theory” which explains that multiple interactions with a brand (through 
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ads or news) increases the recall (p. 57). Repetition is an important element for advertisers as 

repeating exposure to an ad increases the effectiveness of the ad. This theory could be applied to 

a specific news article—more mentions of a brand name increase recall of the brand.   

Repetition has long been used in the world of advertising to create brand recall. In a study 

of Asian consumers exposed to different types of print advertising, one factor (in addition to 

pictures and effective semantic) that increased recall was repetition (Leong, Ang & Than, 2013). 

Another advertising study found that the maximum attitude is reached at ten exposures and levels 

off after eight exposures to an ad (Schmidt, 2015). This tested concept in advertising of repeated 

exposure to an ad can be applied to a specific news article where a brand mentioned multiple 

times might be recalled with greater ease than a brand mentioned only once in the text.  

In one study looking at product placement and recall, researchers found that multiple 

simultaneous placements are less effective by reducing placement recall and eliminating the 

positive impact of a placement’s integration to the plot in the movie (Bressoud, Lehu & Russell, 

2010). While this doesn’t exactly apply to multiple mentions in a news article, further 

investigation could look at a possible saturation level of brand mentions to max out the benefits 

of brand recall. In general, research shows that more exposure to a brand, ad or message 

increases the likelihood that a reader would recall the information. 

Free Recall v. Aided Recall 

 Recall has been traditionally measured with free recall and aided recall approaches. 

According to Walsh, Kim & Ross, the most common way to measure brand awareness is to use 

recognition and recall measures (2008). Conway and Patterson (2008) recommended using a 

combination of free and aided recall questions. In their study of agenda-setting and recall of TV 

and online news, they used free recall questions where the respondents had to remember the 

information without prompting, followed by aided recall questions where the respondents were 

given clues or hints to help retrieve the information. This typically looks like a list of brands that 

the respondent selects or ranks. Conway and Patterson explained that “an important distinction 

between—and within—recall and agenda setting studies is the use of open-ended free recall 

questions as compared to aided recall or ranking question (p. 32).”  

 While recognition has been more commonly used when looking at advertisements, recall has 

been more commonly used with media (Singh, Rothschild & Churchill, 1988). While both 

metrics have value and covary, researchers found that recognition may be more discriminating 

and provide other insights. Singh, et al. recommended a 9-alternative forced choice test to 

eliminate any potential bias of a brand in an aided recall question. 

Existing research guides this study 

While research exists around brand recall, this study extends knowledge by specifically 

isolating factors that potentially contribute to awareness with the following research question: 

Which factors influence brand recall in online news articles? 

So, what makes this study important? How do we use the results? The goal of the study 

was to figure out which factor gives more “bang-for-the-buck.” This allows PR professionals to 

develop more tailored content that emphasizes the most impactful recall factor and on the other 

end to develop more strategic metrics to measure brand awareness and perception in the media. 

In sum, the results can shape both the creation and measurement of PR content. 

Methodology 

Based on the literature review, we selected three prominent recall factors to test: 1) 

photo/visual 2) headline placement and 3) multiple brand mentions. To determine if the presence 

of each factor leads to greater brand recall, we conducted two quasi-experimental surveys for 
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each factor. Each factor had an experimental and control version article in a survey exposed to 

two different, but comparable groups of respondents. We received 150 responses for each of the 

six surveys, a total of 900 participants who were recruited using the panel company, Dynata (See 

appendices 1 and 2 for survey instrument and online articles). 

None of the participants were exposed to more than one recall factor or control version of 

the article being tested, and the panel aligned with census data, with a slightly older (25+) and 

wealthier ($50k+) population due to the type of products mentioned in the articles (green 

products; more niche). 

To avoid previous exposure and/or preferences for a specific brand, we tested fictitious 

brands. Yet, we used edited versions of real online articles (e.g. a roundup of the best green 

laundry detergents in 2018). Each article included three unique brands and no more than one 

recall factor to isolate the variable in question.  

The survey instrument and all six versions of the articles were pre-tested with 

approximately 50 participants each. Based on the preliminary results, questionnaire and online 

articles were revised to improve clarity and readability. Throughout the data collection process, 

we controlled for speeders and laggers, eliminating their responses. We also eliminated 

questionnaires where open-ended responses were completely nonsense.  

Following exposure to each article, participants responded to a series of questions, 

including both free recall and aided recall questions, as recommended in the literature. The study 

tested the following three hypotheses:  

H1: Brand recall will be greater for a brand in an article with a branded visual compared 

to a brand in an article with no visual.  

H2: Brand recall will be greater for a brand mentioned in the headline of an article 

compared to an article with the first brand mention deeper in the article text.  

H3: Brand recall will be greater for a brand with multiple mentions in an article 

compared to a brand with a single mention in an article. 

Results 

Based on two-tail T-tests the Hos for all three factors were rejected. A one-tail T-test also 

proved that all three factors had a statistically significant impact on free recall, resulting in 

differences between the responses of the control and the experimental group. The results of the 

one-tail t-tests for each of the three factors, proved the three hypotheses based on free recall: 

H1: Brand recall was greater for a brand in an article with a branded visual compared to a 

brand in an article with no visual (t-value=7.78, p=0.05, t-critical=1.65). 

H2: Brand recall was greater for a brand mentioned in the headline of an article compared 

to an article with the first brand mention deeper in the article text (t-value=2.42, p=0.05, t-

critical=1.65). 

H3: Brand recall was greater for a brand with multiple mentions in an article compared to 

a brand with a single mention in an article (t-value=2.39, p=0.05, t-critical=1.65). 

Table 1 – Free Recall T-Test Results 

 FREE RECALL 

 PHOTO HEADLINE MENTIONS 

 

Photo  Control Headline Control  6 

mentions 

Control 

Mean 2.91 1.85 2.42 2.06 1.97 1.68 

Variance 1.78 1.00 1.92 1.70 1.39 0.84 

Observations 150 151 156 160 150 151 
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Pooled Variance 1.39  1.81  1.12 1.68 

Hypothesized Mean 

Diff. 

0  0  0  

DF 299  314  299  

T Stat 7.78  2.42  2.38  

P(T<=T) 1-Tail 0.00  0.00  0.00  

T Critical 1-Tail 1.64  1.64  1.64  

P(T<=T) 2-Tail 0.00  0.01  0.01  

T Critical 2- Tail 1.96   1.96   1.96   

 

However, based on the aided recall responses, only photo (H1 factor) had a statistically 

significant impact (t- value=7.03; p= 0.00; t-critical = 1.64). Some limitations exist with the 

aided recall approach that guide the path for a future study. While the articles included three 

fictitious brands, the aided recall question mixed three fictitious brands with three existing 

brands. Respondents often selected a familiar brand that was not mentioned in the article.  

Table 2 – Aided Recall T-Test Results 

 AIDED RECALL 

 PHOTO HEADLINE MENTIONS 

 

Photo  Control Headline Control  6 

mentions 

Control 

Mean 3.00 2.4 2.88 2.69 2.70 2.56 

Variance 0.61 0.49 1.07 1.01 0.49 0.47 

Observations 150 151 156 160 150 151 

Pooled Variance 0.55  1.04  0.48  

Hypothesized Mean 

Diff. 

0  0  0  

DF 299  314  299  

T Stat 7.03  1.65  1.71  

P(T<=T) 1-Tail 0.00  0.04  0.04  

T Critical 1-Tail 1.64  1.64  1.65  

P(T<=T) 2-Tail 0.00  0.09  0.09  

T Critical 2- Tail 1.96   1.96   1.97   

 

A one-way ANOVA showed that the three factors had different impact levels on free 

recall (F=19.45; p = 0.00; F-critical = 3.02). Ad-hoc T-tests with Bonferroni correction (p = 

0.0167) established the order of influence of the three factors. This can guide metrics by placing 

a greater weight on the factors that lead to greater brand recall. In this study, photo ranked as the 

most influential, followed by headline and then multiple mentions. 

Table 3 – One-away ANOVA 

ANOVA       
Source of 

Variation SS df MS F P-value F crit 

Between Groups 66.29 2.00 33.14 19.45 0.00 3.02 

Within Groups 771.99 453.00 1.70    
       
Total 838.28 455.00         
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Discussion 

 PR professionals have long known that an image is worth a thousand words. Based on the 

study results, the use of branded images showed the largest potential to influence brand recall. 

Positioning of brand mentions (headline vs. body of the text) also showed a significant impact on 

brand recall.  

Further investigation on different types of visual aids as well as how they perform in 

different media platforms can certainly bring further insights on brand recall. Additional research 

to test other factors should also be conducted. The influence of credibility in consumers’ 

attitudes and behaviors has been largely explored in the literature (Verčič, Verčič & Laco, 2008). 

Public relations content has traditionally been regarded as more credible than advertising. 

However, in the context of new media platforms, different elements may affect the credibility of 

content including the publication, influencer, and content format. Based on this new reality, 

future research on the credibility of publications and the effect of influencers on brand recall 

when combined with branded images would be interesting to explore. 

This study presented a number of limitations, including: 1) Possible between-group 

variations. 2) Time-frame of exposure to recall was short (right after exposure); a longer time 

period between exposure and recall replicating a real-world scenario may yield different results. 

3) Finally, replicating the study using real brands may also result in distinct conclusions.  

While this study contributes new knowledge to help professionals in developing more 

strategic content for a brand, as well as reliable metrics to measure the value of news coverage, 

we also recommend further studies to amplify these benefits. As discussed, the same framework 

can be used to test different types of visual aids, brands, media platforms, influencers and its 

potential influence on brand recall.  
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Appendix 1: Recall Survey Tool 

Six surveys to test three factors: 

Survey 1: Experimental Survey 2: Control 

Article 1A: Photo Article 1B: No Photo 

Article 2A: Headline Article 2B: Other Paragraph 

Article 3A: Multiple Mentions (5+) Article 3B: One Mention 

 

Please read the following article and then answer the questions. Make sure to read the full article 

and complete the survey in less than 10 minutes to qualify for the incentive. No need to rush—it 

should really only take five minutes to complete so you have plenty of time.  

 

Survey Questions:  

Article 1: 

 

1. Please type the name of the brand that you remember most from the article. (free recall) 

 

2. Please rank the following attributes from most important (1) to least important (3).  

 Concentrated 

 Fragrance-free 

 Plant-based 

 

3. Please check all of the brands that you remember from the article. (aided recall) 

 Tide PurClean Detergent 

 Ray’s Red Detergent 

 Grab Green’s 3-in-1 Detergent  

 Mrs. Burnett’s Detergent 

 Mr. Sparkle's Stain Fighter Detergent 

 Mrs. Meyer’s Basil Detergent  

 

4. Please rank the following brands from most likely to purchase (1) to least likely to 

purchase (3). 

 Mrs. Burnett’s Detergent 

 Ray’s Red Detergent 

 Mr. Sparkle’s Stain Fighter Detergent 

 

 

Article 2: 

1. Please type the name of the brand that you remember most from the article. (free recall) 

 

2. Please rank the following attributes from most important (1) to least important (3).  

 Specific for sensitive teeth 

 Germ-fighting properties 

 Cavity and gingivitis protection 
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3. Please check all of the brands that you remember from the article. (aided recall) 

 Colgate's Total Toothpaste 

 Bright White Toothpaste 

 Healthy Smile Toothpaste 

 Crest's Gum Detoxify toothpaste 

 Fresh Fluoride Toothpaste 

 Sensodyne's Pronamel Toothpaste 

 

4. Please rank the following brands from most likely to purchase (1) to least likely to 

purchase (3). 

 Healthy Smile Toothpaste  

 Bright White Toothpaste  

 Fresh Fluoride Toothpaste 

Article 3: 

1. Please type the name of the brand that you remember most from the article. (free recall) 

 

2. Please rank the following attributes from most important (1) to least important (3).  

 Moisturizing 

 Clarifying 

 Everyday use 

 

3. Please check all of the brands that you remember from the article. (aided recall) 

 Klorane Shampoo with Essential Olive Extract 

 Klarity Clarifying Lemongrass Shampoo 

 Seabreeze Essential Oil Shampoo 

 Acure Curiously Clarifying Shampoo 

 Rosewood Rose and Hibiscus Shampoo 

 Shea Moisture Coconut & Hibiscus Shampoo 

4. Please rank the following brands from most likely to purchase (1) to least likely to purchase 

(3). 

 Seabreeze Essential Oil Shampoo 

 Klarity Clarifying Lemongrass Shampoo 

 Rosewood Rose and Hibiscus Shampoo  

 

*The bolded brand is the experimental brand—the one with the factor applied. It was NOT 

bolded in the actual survey. The phrases “free recall” and “aided recall” were also NOT 

included in the actual survey. 
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Appendix 2: Six Articles used in Surveys 

1A 

 
1B 

 
 

2A 
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2B 

 
3A 
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3B 

 
Appendix 3: Participant Demographics 

Demographic 

Summary 

1A 1B 2A 2B 3A 3B 
 

1A 1B 2A 2B 3A 3B 

              



 

 
 

118 

Gender 1A 1B 2A 2B 3A 3B   1A 1B 2A 2B 3A 3B 

Female 77 76 75 82 82 74 
 

51.3%  50.3%  48.1%  51.3%  54.7%  49.3%  

Male 73 75 81 78 68 76 
 

48.7%  49.7%  51.9%  48.8%  45.3%  50.7%  
 

150 151 156 160 150 150 
 

100%  100%  100%  100%  100%  100%  
              

Geo Census Region (US) 1A 1B 2A 2B 3A 3B   1A 1B 2A 2B 3A 3B 

MIDWEST 31 32 36 36 32 30 
 

20.7%  21.2%  23.1%  22.5%  21.3%  20.0%  

NORTHEAST 29 29 34 26 32 30 
 

19.3%  19.2%  21.8%  16.3%  21.3%  20.0%  

SOUTH 53 53 49 58 49 49 
 

35.3%  35.1%  31.4%  36.3%  32.7%  32.7%  

WEST 37 37 37 40 37 41 
 

24.7%  24.5%  23.7%  25.0%  24.7%  27.3%  
 

150 151 156 160 150 150 
 

100%  100%  100%  100%  100%  100%  
              

Race/Ethnicity 1A 1B 2A 2B 3A 3B   1A 1B 2A 2B 3A 3B 

African American / Black 17 9 8 17 16 14 
 

11.3%  6.0%  5.1%  10.6%  10.7%  9.3%  

Asian / Asian American 18 17 17 18 16 18 
 

12.0%  11.3%  10.9%  11.3%  10.7%  12.0%  

Caucasian / White 63 77 85 88 78 84 
 

42.0%  51.0%  54.5%  55.0%  52.0%  56.0%  

Hispanic 10 16 10 15 14 9 
 

6.7%  10.6%  6.4%  9.4%  9.3%  6.0%  

Other 42 32 36 22 26 25 
 

28.0%  21.2%  23.1%  13.8%  17.3%  16.7%  
 

150 151 156 160 150 150 
 

100%  100%  100%  100%  100%  100%  

              

Gross Income  1A 1B 2A 2B 3A 3B   1A 1B 2A 2B 3A 3B 

50,000 to 74,999 47 49 45 57 45 44 
 

31.3%  32.5%  28.8%  35.6%  30.0%  29.3%  

75,000 to 99,999 34 36 40 36 37 37 
 

22.7%  23.8%  25.6%  22.5%  24.7%  24.7%  

100,000 to 149,999 37 37 41 45 37 41 
 

24.7%  24.5%  26.3%  28.1%  24.7%  27.3%  

$150k + 32 29 30 22 31 28 
 

21.3%  19.2%  19.2%  13.8%  20.7%  18.7%  
 

150 151 156 160 150 150 
 

100%  100%  100%  100%  100%  100%  
              

Age 1A 1B 2A 2B 3A 3B   1A 1B 2A 2B 3A 3B 

35 24 13 18 23 21 20 
 

16.0%  8.6%  11.5%  14.4%  14.0%  13.3%  

45 27 23 27 30 28 31 
 

18.0%  15.2%  17.3%  18.8%  18.7%  20.7%  

55 34 28 24 22 32 33 
 

22.7%  18.5%  15.4%  13.8%  21.3%  22.0%  

65 27 43 41 36 27 36 
 

18.0%  28.5%  26.3%  22.5%  18.0%  24.0%  

75 38 44 46 49 42 30 
 

25.3%  29.1%  29.5%  30.6%  28.0%  20.0%  
 

150 151 156 160 150 150 
 

100%  100%  100%  100%  100%  100%  
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The Basics of Measuring Corporate Reputation 

 

 

 

John Gilfeather  

John Gilfeather & Associates LLC 

 

 

Abstract 

This paper is a tutorial on all the steps required to conduct a corporate reputation survey – from 

setting objectives to sample generation to data collection to analysis and reporting.  It is a 

practitioner’s summation of lessons learned (and mistakes made) over a long career – peppered 

with anecdotes about real studies.   
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The goal of this paper is to pass along practical knowledge about how to go about 

measuring corporate reputation. The author has had the honor of doing this for 50 years and 

believes/hopes this tutorial will be of use to public relations academics and practitioners who are 

in the early stages of learning about how to measure reputation. This paper is not about the 

theory behind corporate reputation, but rather it is about what one needs to do if asked to 

measure corporate reputation. Throughout this paper the term corporate reputation is used.  But 

the same principles apply to studying the reputations of non-profits, universities, government 

agencies, cities, states, countries and other entities. 

Basic Premise of Corporate Reputation 

Corporations do not own their reputations. Reputations exist in the minds of stakeholders.  

Accordingly, to study reputation, the researcher must determine what stakeholders think about 

the corporation. It is important that this be done in an organized way and in a way that can be 

replicated. Quantitative surveys are the best method to accomplish this. While qualitative 

research, traditional media analysis and social media analysis are alternatives, this paper will 

focus on customized quantitative survey research.   

There are also syndicated reputation measurement products available which offer 

efficient solutions (in terms of time and budget) but may not cover all desired stakeholders or 

have the flexibility to address unique needs. As a client once quipped, “A study for all is a study 

for none.” On the other hand, syndicated research is cost effective and the normative data bases 

are an important analytical tool. 

Defining Corporate Reputation Measurement Objectives  

The corporate reputation researcher must be able to articulate why a study should be 

done. Typically, there is a triggering event – adverse publicity, new CEO or CCO who wants to 

get a handle on how the corporation is viewed, or an outright crisis. No matter what the trigger, 

most reputation research seeks the following outcomes: 

• A comprehensive measurement of the corporation’s reputation vs. competition.  

• (If multiple stakeholders studied) Consistent measurements across stakeholder 

groups. 

• Data-based insights to guide communications strategy and tactics – or operational 

fixes if the problem is real, not perceptual. For example, the recent Wells Fargo 

customer fraud crisis had to be fixed by massive organizational changes before 

communications strategies could be viable. 

• Establish benchmarks to track progress over time. 

The Six Steps for Successful Reputation Measurement Research 

1.  Planning. Great research is based on solid planning. Researchers should insist that 

their clients sit down to plan out all aspects of the study so that all parties are in agreement about 

the research objectives and outcomes, the line of inquiry, the composition of the sample, and the 

study logistics/timetable. 

2. Questionnaire development. Most corporate reputation questionnaires share a common 

core of questions based on the underlying premise that more knowledge about a corporation 

leads to more favorable evaluations which lead to a higher likelihood of behaving in ways that 

will support the corporation’s strategic goals. [See Figure 1 at end of this paper.] This paper will 

not discuss the best scales to be used for specific questions, but suggestions will be made about 

the types of scales that can work in certain situations. All questions should be asked in a 

competitive context – the corporation plus 2-4 competitors. Key questions are: 
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• Awareness – “Have you ever heard of Corporation?” Corporations with no 

awareness have no reputation. The main action plan for low awareness companies 

is to increase awareness by communicating (ideally by advertising) that the 

corporation exists. Many years ago, TRW executed this strategy perfectly.  They 

wanted more securities analysts to follow the company, but research found that 

the company was largely unknown to the financial community. TRW ran 30-

second TV spots that, in the first 15 seconds, highlighted their aerospace business 

and, in the last 15 seconds, focused on the letters TRW. Analyst coverage tripled 

and the stock price improved measurably. 

• Familiarity – “How familiar are you with Corporation?” A scale such as 

Extremely Familiar, Very Familiar, Somewhat Familiar, Just Know the Name can 

be used. In the analysis, it is important to look at those closely familiar (i.e. 

extremely and very familiar) vs. the total. Usually, those closely familiar rate the 

corporation more favorably. When this is the case, it stands to reason that 

communications can have a positive impact on reputation – just increase 

familiarity and favorability will follow. In rare cases, those closely familiar are 

not more favorable than the total or are even less favorable that the total. This is 

an immediate sign of a reputational crisis. Clearly, there is something that people 

who know a lot about the corporation perceive that is negative and negative 

enough for them to withhold favorable evaluations. The root cause of this 

phenomenon will become clear in deeper analysis of all the study data. Usually, it 

is a crisis or scandal. Low familiarity companies have an added vulnerability. If 

there is adverse publicity, there is little specific knowledge to act as a 

counterbalance. Accordingly, most that is known is bad. Note: This close 

familiarity analysis does not work for companies with very high familiarity (e.g., 

Microsoft, Amazon) because those closely familiar are a very high percentage of 

the total. 

• Specific Knowledge. (Unaided) “What businesses, products or brands do you 

associate with Corporation?” or “Here is a list of businesses, products or brands.  

Which ones do you associate with Corporation?” Some corporations are fairly 

easy to understand and their makeup does not change much over time. But many 

corporations evolve beyond their original businesses and become more complex.  

To understand corporate reputation, it is important to know how stakeholders are 

defining the corporation. For example, if certain stakeholders define GE as just a 

light bulb and appliance manufacturer, they will evaluate the corporation 

differently than those who know all that GE is doing now. Likewise, defining 

Amazon is just an online book retailer will skew perceptions of the corporation.  

Bottom line: to understand perceptions, it is critical to know if basic knowledge 

about the corporation is up to date or out of date.  

• Favorability. “Using a scale from 1 to x, how would you describe your overall 

impressions of Corporation?” This question on overall impressions sets the stage 

for the analysis. It is often desirable to show favorability results as mean scale 

ratings, but this should never be done without first looking at the distribution of 

answers on the scale. If most of the ratings are at the top of the scale, this is good 

news. The corporation’s reputation appears to be in good shape. If most answers 

cluster around the middle of the scale, this indicates that stakeholders are 
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ambivalent about the corporation and deeper analysis needs to dig into why 

ratings are not more positive. If there is a cluster of ratings at the bottom of the 

scale, this is a warning sign of reputational trouble. Some judgment needs to be 

used here. If lower end of the scale ratings is 10% or less, there is no need to 

panic – this is usually just a “you can’t please all the people all the time” 

phenomenon. But if the ratings at the bottom of the scale move up to 11%-15%, 

small bells should go off, at 16%-20%, those bells should get louder and above 

20% fire alarms should be sounding.   

• Strengths and Weaknesses - (Unaided) “What do you see as the key strengths of 

Corporation?” “What do you see as the key areas of weakness of Corporation?”  

It is not always possible ask these open-ended questions (they take up time in the 

questionnaire and coding responses adds to the budget.) But the questions add 

substance to the analysis. Citing stakeholders’ exact comments (called 

“verbatims”) can bring key points to life in the quantitative analysis. In addition, 

after responses are coded, the analyst can determine whether there are coalesced 

top-of-mind strengths. For example, historically, comments about GE would 

coalesce around well-managed – maybe at the 20%+ level which is high for an 

open-ended question. Typically, however, responses tend to be scattered, which 

demonstrates that whatever central message the corporation wants to convey to 

stakeholders is not being getting through. On the weakness side, the same holds 

true. Are there coalesced weaknesses? If so, they need to be addressed. And what 

is the tone of the language used? There is a big difference between “I’m not sure 

whether management’s strategic direction is right” and “Top executives are 

crooks and should be thrown out.” In the latter instance, from personal 

experience, it is not fun to present these results to the top executives. 

• Attributes – “Please rate the importance of each attribute in this list when you are 

evaluating companies in the _______ industry.” (And) “On a scale from 1-x, how 

well does each of the attributes in this list describe Corporation?” (Or) “From the 

list of attributes below which ones do you most closely associate with 

Corporation?” Association of attributes with the corporation and its competition is 

often at the core of the strategic analysis. As noted above, the association with 

attributes question can be asked as a scale rating (preferred for more robust 

statistical analyses, but can be tedious for respondents if there are a lot of items 

and competitors) or as a binary associate/do not associate question (much faster to 

administer, but lacking granularity for analysis.) The strength of this analysis is 

wholly dependent on creating a list of thoughtful, relevant attributes. Best 

practices in this regard are presented in a section below. Briefly, attributes 

typically touch on the following areas: quality, management, financial 

performance, social responsibility, value, values, innovation, communications, 

future growth potential. Usually, attributes are presented as positive phrases, but it 

is also good practice to include some negative statements.   

The importance question is asked to lend context and weight to the attributes.  

One aspect of the analysis is to look at association with attributes by the 

importance of attributes. (Some researchers do not like to ask the importance 

question. They prefer to calculate Derived Importance by running a regression 

analysis, with attributes as independent variables and overall impressions as the 
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dependent variable.) In the Analysis section below, more detail will be presented 

about how to report findings based on these questions.  

• Personality Traits. “Which of the words and phrases below do you associate with 

Corporation?” The attributes discussed above tend to be cognitive in nature, but it 

is often helpful to probe more into emotions. This can be done by developing a 

short list of positive and negative adjectives that tap into feelings. Examples of 

positive traits are: friendly, fun, likable, trustworthy, innovative, exciting. And 

examples of negative traits are arrogant, greedy, secretive, dishonest.   

• Supportive Behaviors - Favorable opinions are wonderful, but there must be a pay 

off for the corporation in terms of tangible behavior. These behaviors vary by 

stakeholder groups. The financial community might be asked, “What is the 

likelihood that you will recommend Corporation’s stock?” A scale of Extremely 

Likely, Somewhat Likely. Somewhat Unlikely, Very Unlikely can be used.  

Other supportive behaviors include: 

o For customers/prospects: likelihood to buy or recommend Corporation’s 

products.  

o For media: Likelihood to believe Corporation in times of crisis or 

likelihood to contact Corporation as a credible source on industry issues. 

o For business peers: Likelihood to consider Corporation as a business or 

joint venture partner. 

o For most stakeholders: likelihood to recommend employment at 

Corporation.  

Answers these supportive behavior questions are usually in line with overall 

impressions responses. However, attributes that may be drivers of these behaviors 

will differ. Correlation analyses will show, for example, that future growth is 

highly correlated with stock recommendation, but candid communications is 

highly correlated with contacting the corporation as a credible source. 

• (Optional) Key Facts - “Which of the statements below do you associate with 

Corporation?” “All these statements are true for Corporation. Does knowing this 

make you feel more favorable about Corporation, less favorable or is there no 

difference?” These questions help demonstrate the power of communication, 

especially for lesser known companies. The execution is simple – pick 5-7 short 

but important facts from the Annual Report and ask the above questions.  

Usually, the facts will not be known and will lead to more favorable opinions of 

the corporation. Conclusion: Tell your story. 

• (Optional) Issues du Jour - Occasionally, corporate reputation studies will 

coincide with the need to gather information on issues either related or not related 

to reputation. A survey of stakeholders can be a great vehicle to gather 

information on these issues. Words of caution: Questionnaire real estate is 

limited; extra questions can have budget implications. Also, discipline must be 

exercised. A questionnaire is not a Christmas tree on which everyone can hang 

ornaments. (This is sometimes expressed as, “While you’re out there, why don’t 

you ask…”) Note, these questions should be asked at the end of the questionnaire 

so as not to bias basic reputation measures now and in the future measurements.  

3.  Defining and finding stakeholders. The next key element of corporate reputation 

research is specifying the study sample. Which stakeholder groups are being included in the 
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study? How are samples for these groups going to be developed?   

Corporations have many stakeholders [See Figure 2 at end of this paper.]. To name a few: 

• The general public (or consumers or citizens.) These are people who can be 

reached at their homes or on their personal computers, tablets or smart phones.  

If the Corporation markets to consumers, these are also their customers and 

prospects (and questions should be asked to determine their customer status.)  

But for many Corporations (e.g., Goldman Sachs), the general public is not an 

important stakeholder group. 

• The investment community. For all publicly-traded corporations, the investment 

(or financial) community is an important stakeholder. It is important to keep in 

mind that this community is not monolithic. It consists of security analysts (who 

typically concentrate on one or two industries); portfolio managers (or 

institutional investors) who oversee large funds or pools of investments for banks, 

insurance companies, mutual fund firms, hedge funds, and other institutions; retail 

brokers who recommend stocks to individual investors; and individual investors.  

For more detail about the investment community, see DiStaso, M.W., Michaelson, 

D., Gilfeather, J. (2017). A communications guide for investor relations in an age 

of activism. New York: Business Expert Press. 

• Customers and prospects. Key stakeholders for all corporations are customers and 

prospects. These may be ordinary consumers and/or those in the business-to-

business (B2B) realm. Even consumer packaged goods companies have B2B 

customers – the wholesalers and retailers they sell to who in turn sell to 

consumers. Many corporations sell mainly or exclusively to B2B customers and 

sampling these customers/prospects is more challenging. Corporation lists are 

helpful, but are not always available. (Words to live by: All lists are bad; some are 

worse than others.) If lists are not available, it is necessary to define the industries 

to which the corporations sell, create lists of companies (using D&B or other 

sources), define the titles of individuals who are most likely purchasers (e.g., risk 

managers for insurance, Chief Financial Officers for banks, Production Manager 

for factory automation equipment.) If smaller companies are the target, it may be 

possible to identify customers and prospects using online panels. If larger 

companies are the target, telephone screening and interviewing is the best 

recourse. (Note: Title alone may not be a good indicator of responsibilities.  

Screening questions should include specific descriptions of the responsibilities of 

the target executives.) In some instances, it may be possible to create a surrogate 

group to represent customers/prospects. There was a large manufacturer who sold 

60,000 consumer and industrial products and who wanted to measure its 

reputation in 23 countries. Clearly, this could have been a sampling nightmare.  

It was decided to define the customer/prospect population as people aged 21+, 

who held executive/managerial positions and had incomes above the national 

medium. The research was very successful. 

• Media. For CCOs, editors and reporters are especially important stakeholders.  

Measuring what they know and think about the corporation is crucial for 

developing media relations strategies. Studies among the media are much more 

difficult now than in the past because media outlets both large and small have 

been reducing their editorial and reporting staffs. 
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• Government. Many industries are regulated and need to know their standing 

among federal, state and local government officials. The good news is that 

developing samples of government officials is relatively easy because there are 

very good directories available. The bad news is that it is very difficult at the 

federal legislative level to gain access to potential respondents. Most 

Congressional offices have policies that staff cannot participate in interviews. It is 

also very difficult to gain access to Department of Defense staff. Once again, a 

surrogate approach can work in the Washington, DC community. If the goal is to 

get a sense of senior staff attitudes, one can design a study using an online sample 

where the respondent definition is: reside in the DC metropolitan area, employed 

by the federal government and have personal incomes of $75,000 (or some other 

figure) or more. Studies using this design have been very effective.    

• Employees. Most corporations write in their annual reports that their employees 

are their most important assets. And most companies survey their employees 

regularly to explore issues like satisfaction and engagement. But these surveys 

usually do not probe into reputation issues – how much is known about the 

corporation as a whole, how is the corporation viewed on key aspects such as 

management, performance, citizenship and how willing are employees to behave 

in ways to help the corporation to achieve its strategic goals. Employee surveys 

are usually controlled by the human resources department. It is sometimes 

difficult for the corporate communications department to gain access to 

employees for reputation research.   

There is another branch of employee research called the employer brand. This 

involves doing research among employed people about how they perceive major 

employers. This research could be done nationally, but is also effective in cities 

(e.g., Des Moines or Charlotte) where a handful of corporations are competing for 

the best employees in a limited geographic area. 

• Business community. It is often informative to conduct research among a large 

corporation’s peer group – i.e., senior executives in other large organization – 

defined as Vice Presidents and above at Fortune 500 corporations. These 

individuals tend to be very savvy about business matters and heavy readers of 

business news. If a corporation has a good reputation, this stakeholder group can 

be very supportive. But if there are reputation problems, these peers could make 

matters worse by withholding recommendations for investment and employment.   

(For more discussion on stakeholders, see Rawlins, B. L. (2006) Prioritizing Stakeholders 

for Public Relations. Institute for Public Relations.) 

4.  Monitoring data collection. No matter what the method, the corporate reputation 

researcher needs to monitor interviewing progress. There are myriad things that could go 

wrong. One good practice if time and budget allow, is to conduct monitored pretests to 

ensure there are no hitches in the questionnaire. It is important to review early results to 

make sure all questions are working a planned. There should be processes for online 

studies to ensure that respondents are not speeding or straight lining (a particular issue 

when a large number of attributes are being evaluated.) Quota fulfillment (are interviews 

with all stakeholder groups being completed) must be checked because issues here could 

affect the analysis and budget.   

5.  Tabulation. The first cut of the analysis is to look at cross tabulations. These are 
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tables run with a banner (key analytical cells that include total respondents, each 

stakeholder group, demographic breaks like gender, age, geographical location) and stubs 

(the answer categories for each and every question.) Regression and correlation analyses 

can be conducted to develop derived importance of attributes and other insights. 

For corporation and competitive data, it is important to base the data tables on the 

total sample, not those aware of the corporation. For report tables/charts, there can be a 

balancing line so that tables add to 100%. For example, for favorability, the table would 

read: 

Favorable   40%       

Unfavorable  10%    

Not aware   50%     

 

The rationale for this is as follows: if tables are based on those aware, the view of 

the corporation is distorted. In the example above, 50% of the stakeholders are aware, 

and 40% are favorable. If tables are based on those aware, the report would say that 80% 

of stakeholders are favorable, which is a gross exaggeration. Furthermore, if a competitor 

has 100% awareness and 80% favorability, it would look like the corporation and 

competitor are on equal footing, which is far from the case. Finally, for tracking, if two 

years down the road the corporation increases awareness to 60% and favorability to 50%, 

looking at numbers bases on total would show good progress. But basing data on those 

aware would show only modest gains – it would look like favorability increased to 83% 

from 80%. 

6. Analysis and reporting. Corporate reputation analysis has been likened to 

unpeeling an onion. The analyst needs to follow the corporate reputation paradigm – 

knowledge leads to evaluation which leads to behavior. Throughout the analysis, 

attention must be paid to the implications for messaging strategy, targeting key 

audiences, and communications vehicles. 

• Knowledge – is the corporation known, is it known well and is knowledge up to 

date? If there are deficiencies in any of these areas, the messaging strategy is to 

shout out the corporation name and attach key facts to every message. Image 

building without knowledge is a waste of time and money. Does familiarity breed 

favorability? If so, communications programs have a high probability of success. 

• Evaluation – is the corporation liked or not? What perceptions support positive 

evaluations? Do negative perceptions exist to a meaningful degree? Are these 

negatives addressable by communications (i.e., they are misperceptions) or are 

they valid criticisms (i.e., they are real problems)? If the former, what is the 

appropriate message strategy to correct misperceptions? Which groups are the 

most immediate targets? If the latter, what needs to be done internally to fix the 

problem? Do stakeholders need to be kept abreast of what is being done? What is 

the communication strategy once the problem is fixed? As mentioned earlier, 

Wells Fargo is a recent example of a corporation facing real problems where 

drastic internal changes had to be made before any credible communications 

could begin. 

• Behavior – are knowledge and evaluations leading to supportive behaviors? Are 

there any roadblocks? How can they be addressed? 

As mentioned above, the crux of the analysis to develop positioning strategies is how 
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the corporation is evaluated on the list of attributes. These ratings should be viewed in the 

context of attribution importance – either stated (asked in the questionnaire) or derived 

(through regression analysis.) Each attribute should be placed in the appropriate box in 

the four-box analysis below.   

Figure 3 

 
For more in-depth competitive positioning analyses, ratings of competitors need to be 

incorporated as a third dimension to determine:  

• Important attributes on which the corporation outscores the competition.  

These offer potential positioning opportunities. 

• Important attributes on which the corporation and competition are at parity.  

These most likely are prices of entry or table stakes. For example, “Produces 

automobiles with four wheels” is important and all competitors would receive 

high scores. But it is not a differentiator. 

• Important attributes on which the corporation receives lower scores than 

competition.  hese are immediate vulnerabilities and need to be addressed. 

Perceptual maps are also an effective way to illustrate the competitive landscape. 

Attribute Generation 

As discussed above, a key component of corporate reputation measurement is developing 

an inspired list of attributes. Below are some suggestions on how to do this. 

• Ideally, an early step in the process is a series of interviews with C-suite 

executives. This provides an opportunity to discuss where the corporation is now, 

aspirations for the corporation in next 2-3 years, attributes that best describe the 

corporation now, aspirational attributes and differentiating attributes. Top 

executives tend to be cheerleaders for the corporation but can also be 

hypercritical. It is important to recognize both these tendencies. 

• In creating attribute/benefit lists, consider both tangible and intangible items. A 

tangible attribute is “Produces the highest quality products in the industry.” An 

intangible attribute is “Makes me feel comfortable that I am making the right 

choice when I am buying their products.” 

• Avoid namby pamby items like “is a good employer” or “innovative.” This will 

not differentiate between companies. Items should be stated in more extreme 
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language like “is one of the best employers in its industry” or “will produce the 

next major innovation in its industry.” 

• Include negative items. Most reputation studies look at the presence or absence of 

association with positive attributes. But it is also important to look at the presence 

of negatives. If one is measuring the reputation of Satan, his/her true reputation 

could not be understood without an item like “Spreads evil throughout the world.” 

Conclusion 

The goal of this paper has been to provide guidance to researchers who want/need to 

conduct corporate reputation research. As shown, corporate reputation research, while out of the 

mainstream for many, is not arcane. But it does have its idiosyncrasies. The author hopes that, by 

sharing the experiences gained over fifty years, that researchers new to the field will have an 

easier beginning point and will be able to add value with innovations.   

 

The author welcomes questions and comments by email at jgilfeather@aol.com or 

john.gilfeather@gmail.com    

  

mailto:jgilfeather@aol.com
mailto:john.gilfeather@gmail.com
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FIGURE 1 

 

 

FIGURE 2 
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Abstract 

The hashtag #PRProfs has emerged as a prominent indexing tool for topics related to the 

public relations profession. The hashtag provides a point of connection among educators, 

professionals, students, and various types of organizations. Using quantitative content analysis 

and social network analysis techniques, the researchers examine 1,556 tweets using the #PRProfs 

hashtag to discover the community’s network properties, central participants, measures of 

centralization, actor roles, content sentiment, conversational themes, and organization clusters. 

The findings contribute to the literature of social media and public relations by illuminating how 

individuals and organizations with shared professional interests learn, network, broadcast, and 

interact with other colleagues and users. Opportunities for deeper collaboration among educators 

and public relations professionals are identified.  
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Introduction 

Once skeptical about the usefulness of Twitter in educational settings (Al-Khalifa, 2010; 

Koehler & Rosenberg, 2018), teachers at all academic levels have come to use this social 

networking platform as a teaching, learning, and professional development resource  

(Rosell-Aguilar, 2018). This is especially true for public relations educators who are confronted 

with the challenge of integrating evolving digital PR and social media topics into courses or a 

curriculum (Anderson & Swenson, 2013).  For those public relations professors who turn to 

online communities for assistance, the hashtag #PRProfs has emerged as a prominent indexing 

tool on Twitter for topics related to the public relations profession.  

Veletsianos (2017) describes a hashtag as a “digital learning environment” where there is 

aggregation of information, organization around a topic, and interaction opportunities. Social 

network analysis provides insight into the patterns of interactions that form in these online 

environments and reveals how information and resources move through the network (Gruzd & 

Haythornthwaite, 2013). According to Koehler and Rosenberg (2018), “educator-driven 

professional learning communities are increasingly developing and thriving on social media 

platforms such as Twitter. Even though these communities are large and popular, very little is 

understood about how their users interact with one another” (p. 2285).  

The #PRProfs community includes educators and non-educators, though little is known 

about the connections or content shared in this community. The presence of non-educators in the 

network is notable because practitioners and educators have been known to hold differing views 

regarding the knowledge and skills that should be taught in a classroom versus an internship or 

job (Bir, 2010; Anderson & Swenson, 2013). Investigation of networks in the #PRProfs 

community could yield insights to foster greater collaboration and information sharing between 

public relations educators and industry representatives such as professionals or organizational 

entities. Through the examination of the structural properties of the #PRProfs community, as 

well as the actors and roles influencing the content and information flow in online community, 

this study makes contributions to the social network analysis literature.                                                                                           

Literature Review 

Importance of Social Network Analysis (SNA) 

The social network perspective “looks at group or community interaction to determine 

what kinds of actors and ties make up the network; what exchanges of information, social 

support, socializing, play, or other resources form the basis of the community; and what roles 

and cliques emerge that provide structure to the community” (Gruzd & Haythornthwaite, 2013, 

para. 2). This perspective is applicable to the study of online communication, particularly in the 

context of social media communities.  

In a network, actors can be distinct individuals or collective units such as an organization 

or association (Hawe, Webster, & Shiell, 2004). Actors are viewed as nodes in a network and are 

connected by relations. Gruzd and Haythornthwaite (2013) describe relations as “what actors do 

with each other, e.g, provide new information, emotional support, resources, and/or services” 

(para. 7). These relations form ties and it is possible for actors to have numerous ties with other 

actors. The strength of the tie, either strong or weak, is an indicator of the individuals’ 

willingness to share resources with one another.  

Network analysis reveals the identity of prominent actors or key players in the network. 

Centrality measures the extent to which actors are “extensively involved in relationships with 

other network members” (Hawe, Webster, & Shiell, 2004, p. 974). Degree centrality measures 

the sum of all ties coming in and out of an actor which can reveal an actor’s popularity or 
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activity. In general, we can expect that actors who are more connected or central will be more 

popular and powerful in the network (Hawe, Webster, & Schiell, 2004).  

It possible to identify prominent members of a network by tracking the number of posts created 

by an actor, the number of times an actor’s username is used in a post by someone else (in-

degree centrality), and the number of times an actor uses another individual’s name or replies to 

others (out-degree centrality). When it comes to identifying leaders in a community, in-degree 

centrality signifies the prestige granted to another actor and there is some evidence that “people 

with high values of in-degree centrality can be considered as trusted information sources” (Gruzd 

& Haythornthwaite, 2013, para. 36).   

The ability of actors to earn prominent roles in a network is an important dynamic to 

understand, particularly in contexts where individuals are relying on a social media network to 

support their professional development goals. Information shared by prominent network sources, 

(i.e., those with high values of in-degree centrality), has the potential to shape how others in a 

community understand and view a topic. Given the rise in educator-focused learning 

communities on social media sites as a source of professional development (Koehler & 

Rosenberg, 2018), investigation is needed to understand the interactions and resource sharing 

taking place in these communities. While Macià and García (2017) have found that 

“participation in online communities and networks has positive effects on professional 

development” (p. 111), there is little research that reveals “who participates in these communities 

and how members interact with one another” (Koehler & Rosenberg, 2018, p. 2285).  

The Prevalence of Social Media in Public Relations 

Public relations teachers are one segment of educators using social media for personal 

learning and connectivity. These educators have the challenging task of crafting courses and 

curricula that prepare graduates for a rapidly changing digital landscape (Anderson & Swenson, 

2013). In their annual survey of PR professionals, Wright and Hinson (2017) found practitioners 

“agree more strongly than ever that social and other emerging media are changing the way public 

relations is practiced” (p. 6).  These changes impact the way organizations communicate and 

how organizations communicate with external and internal audiences (Wright & Hinson, 2017). 

Social media have prompted “a variety of new strategic communication tactics and channels” 

that give practitioners new options for reaching an organization’s stakeholders (Kent & Taylor 

(2014). While these shifts in new media present opportunities for practitioners to communicate 

with audiences in new ways, there also challenges. As described by Joo and Teng (2016), “social 

media has changed the role of PR practice in becoming more demanding where practitioner must 

be able to move faster and think quicker than ever before” (p. 1279). Robson and James (2013) 

caution that practitioners are using social media on the job, but they may not employ these tools 

in a strategic fashion.  

Evolving communication technologies require both practitioners and educators to learn 

and adapt so that they may remain current and effective in their respective positions. Social 

media can provide a platform for these two groups to connect and share insights.  The 

emergence of the hashtag #PRProfs is evidence of one such community of individuals who share 

a common interest in public relations topics and seek to learn about this evolving professional 

field.  

This study analyzes the patterns of interaction and resource sharing that takes place in an 

online community that is focused on participant understanding of the public relations profession. 

Specifically, we use social network analysis to examine interactions on Twitter featuring the 

hashtag #PRProfs. This paper poses the following research questions: 
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RQ1: What are the network properties of the #PRProfs community on Twitter?   

RQ2: Who are the central participants in the #PRProfs community? 

RQ3: Is the #PRProfs community centralized and dominated by a few participants? 

RQ4: What actor roles are central in the #PRProfs community? 

RQ5: What are the sentiment and salient themes in PR-related conversations? 

RQ6: Are organizations tending to form clusters with specific roles? 

Methodology 

Data collection and cleaning 

This work uses quantitative content analysis and social network analysis techniques to 

examine the network properties of the #PRProfs community on Twitter. Public Relations (PR) 

professors (@PRProfs) is a Twitter account managed by the Public Relations Division of the 

National Communication Association; however, the hashtag #PRProfs has been used from 

professors around the world no matter if they are affiliated with the association.  In fact, the 

Twitter account of PR Professors doesn’t disclose the hashtag in the Twitter bio (#PR, 

#NCAPRD, #NCA). The #PRProfs is used by professors, students, practitioners, associations, 

nonprofits, and organizations to share information and engage in conversations regarding the 

public relations discipline.  

We used Netlytic (Netlytic.org), a free cloud-based text and social networks analyzer 

developed by the Social Media Lab at Ryerson University in Toronto, to download tweets that 

contained the hashtag #PRProfs. We ran Netlytic software from February 19 - August 30, 2018, 

to collect and analyze tweets. The raw dataset has 1,556 unique tweets and 453 unique users that 

participated in the discussions.  

Variables 

We established two variables for analyzing Twitter user roles and gender. Users were 

categorized based on self-provided information on Twitter bio profiles. The categorization was 

derived inductively, guided by grouping Twitter users by their profession and/or job role or if 

they were individuals or organizations. The categorization scheme used two variables for 

analysis: 

1. Gender (male, female, organization, or others). “Others” refers to a user who did not 

provide a bio or a photo that identifies a specific gender. 

2. Actor role: Originally 16 categories were selected:  

1. Public Relations, Advertising & Social Media professors, 2. Communication 

professors (do not teach in PR/AD/SM), 3. Other professors (do not teach in 

Communication disciplines), 4. PR/AD students, 5. Other students, 6. PR/AD/SM 

professionals, 7. Other professionals, 8. Individuals interested in PR/AD/SM,  

9. Universities and colleges, 10. PR/AD firms, 11. Companies, 12. Nonprofits (including 

associations), 13. Journalists, 14. Traditional media, 15. Digital Media, 16. Others (Do 

not disclose their profession or job role; usually disclose hobbies or random quotes).   

After analyzing the results, we merged some categories as shown in the results section.  

The actor role categories are mutually exclusive. We selected the first role each 

participant disclosed in the bio for categorization. For example, “Journalist, media trainer, 

presenter, content writer, actor and director of presentation skills experts Hendrix” is coded as 

journalist. Sometimes users can indicate multiple roles, but we coded always the first role or job 

they disclose. Two coders coded jointly the profiles and discussed to solve coding discrepancies 

to assure reliability.  
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Social Network Analysis (SNA) 

We examined one type of network: name network (who mentions whom). The name 

network has 1,632 directional ties among 293 nodes (posters with ties). To address RQ2, RQ3, 

and RQ4, we used two centrality measures: in-degree and out-degree. Overall, a degree is the 

number of connections a node has, and it is measured by their centrality. In-degree centrality 

shows the number of ties (e.g., messages) a node (user or poster) receives from others. A high in-

degree means that a participant is actively mentioned by others. In contrast, a high out-degree 

indicates an active user who initiates a conversation or wants to disseminate information to the 

network. To answer RQ1 and RQ6, we used Nelytic software to calculate macro level 

measurements such as density, diameter, reciprocity, centralization, and modularity to reveal 

network structure. RQ5 was answered based on a content analysis using text analysis 

visualization.  

Findings and discussion 

Twitter is a social media platform in which communication is thought as information 

flow that encourages different users to participate in social networks (Gruzd, Wellman & 

Tahkteyev, 2011). Authors were interested in learning about the dynamics and network structure 

of the #PRProfs community on Twitter by identifying influential actors. Descriptive results are 

presented as follows: 

A total of 1,556 unique messages with #PRPRofs were sent during the six month period 

analyzed, resulting in 453 unique posters.  Thirty percent of the users were male, 48% female, 

and 19% were organizations. Two percent of the accounts were categorized as others, (i.e., 

authors could not identify a categorization according to their bio), and 2% were inactive 

accounts. During the analyzed period, different types of users participated in the #PRProfs 

network. Figure 1 shows the Twitter handles of the most recurrent posters which reflects 

involvement by PR/AD/SM professors, nonprofits (i.e. associations), and PR/AD professionals; 

however, 300 users out of 453 tweeted just one time during the six-month period, indicating a 

network dominated by a few participants.  

 
Figure 1. Most recurrent posters in the #PRProfs network 

 

As explained in the methodology, we initially had 16 classifications of actor roles. Based 

on the results, some classifications were merged to improve interpretation. A total of 10 

classifications were established: 1. PR/AD/SM Profs, 2. Other professors, 3. Students, 4. PR/AD 

professionals, 5. Other professionals (including journalists), 6. Nonprofits,  

7. Universities, 8. Companies (including PR/AD agencies), 9. Media, and 10. Others.  As 
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shown in Figure 2, PR/SM professors lead the discussion, followed by PR/AD/SM professionals, 

and other professionals.  

 
Figure 2. Most predominant actor roles in the #PRProfs community 

 

Addressing RQ5 we found that most of the tweets were positive. Specifically, they 

featured the words great (185 occurrences), excited (73), and good (67). Figure 3 shows a word 

cloud of the salient themes in the #PRProfs community. We noticed the recurrent use of words 

such as tips, class, chat, ideas, help, and crisis. Netlyic’s text analysis indicates other themes 

presented in the discussion such as bloggers (58 occurrences), digital stories (60), marketing 

(60), Twitter (63), research (65), Facebook (72), teaching (101), students (148), social media 

(160), and #aejmc18 (175 tweets). Other predominant hashtags were also found. For example, 

#SMProfs, which stands for Social Media Professors, and #AEJMC, the Association for 

Education in Journalism and Mass Communication. We also discovered a call-to-action language 

that dominated the conversations such as check (118 occurrences), join (87), make (79), and the 

presence of retweets and sharing articles (“via” keyword) or pointing out information (FYI, 81 

occurrences).   

le 

Figure 3. Salient themes on the #PRProfs community 

 

There were some few central participants in the #PRProfs community. Central actors in 

networked communities are opinion leaders who influence others and control the information 
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flow (Rogers, 2003), which typically is led by a small group of dominant and engaged actors 

(Ahn, Han, Kwak, Moon & Jeong, 2007). The #PRProfs community consisted of 6 main clusters 

with central actors who are the ones influencing the information flow. Clusters in network 

visualization are a group of connected nodes or actors which tend to communicate with others in 

the group and usually do not communicate with actors outside of the cluster.  The first cluster is 

influenced by a PR/AD/SM professor (total degree: 93), the second cluster is a nonprofit (total 

degree: 63), the third cluster, nonprofit (total degree: 95), the fourth cluster,  PR/AD 

professional (total degree: 28), the fifth cluster, nonprofit (total degree: 38), and the sixth cluster 

(a little disorganized with several isolates) is mainly influenced by a PR/SM professor (total 

degree: 39). All 6 clusters are shown in Figure 4; isolates are also visualized.  Each cluster has a 

different color.  

 
Figure 4. #PRProfs community Twitter network 

 

To address RQ6, we found that organizations, specifically companies and nonprofits (i.e., 

associations) tend to form clusters with PR/SM professors, but companies and nonprofits do not 

tend to talk with each other. For example, in one cluster, one PR/SM professor mainly engages 

with one company (e.g., As they say, it’s not official until you have a book cover!! ✨😎✨ 

Excited to see my @SAGEmedia_comm book cover (thanks for all of your help, 

@AccomazzoTerri!!). The #PRProfs network primarily specializes in knowledge sharing which 

involves participants from a diverse set of professional backgrounds, spreading new ideas and 

information. Consistent with findings in previous studies (Chung, Barnett & Park, 2014), we 

noticed people are inclined to talk with others of similar background in online communication 

settings. A homophily pattern was discovered between central actors such as PR/AD/SM 

professors and PR/AD professionals, and nonprofits, specifically, associations.   

Table 1 shows the top central participants and their corresponding roles by in-degree and 

out-degree centrality. Recall that in-degree indicates users are tagged or mentioned in the tweets 
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(e.g., Good Morning #AEJMC18 Great morning session @MacAejmc  Breakfast with Hispanic 

Media! Do you know how to prepare your students to enter this industry? #aejmc #PRProfs 

@TsitsikiFelix @JANETTELUVIANO @francisco https://t.co/0KaktGY507). In this example, 

four Twitter users are tagged in the message with the @ symbol.  In-degree, users tend to be 

popular, showing prestige and prominence.  On the contrary, out-degree refers to users that 

frequently post (either tweeting, retweeting or tagging users). Out-degree users show good 

awareness of others and they tend to promote information to others (e.g. RT @ProfMillennial: 

How Facebook Marketing is Changing (And How to Be Prepared) - The Buffer Blog 

https://t.co/37RpM9yf9x #facebook #marketing #PR #PRProfs #millennials #bloggers 

https://t.co/37RpM9yf9x). This tweet was sent by user @semiocom, which as an out-degree user 

retweeting information from other user.  

The most recurrent posters (out-degree) were PR/AD/SM professors while mentioned 

users (in-degree) were mainly nonprofits (associations and companies). It is interesting to note 

that only 38% of the users tweeted more than one time, showing a centralized netwrork. It is also 

worth noting the minimal presence of universities, departments of communication, students, and 

PR/AD firms in the #PRProfs discussion. These results points out that the #PRProfs community 

was centralized and dominated by a few participants, but let’s look into further by analyzing the 

networks properties of the #PRProfs community. 

Table 1. Central participants by different centrality measures 

Twitter handle In-degree Actor role Twitter handle Out-degree Actor role 

aejmc_prd 66 Nonprofit kfreberg 69 PR/AD/SM 

prof 

Prsaeducators 33 Nonprofit PRProfs 39 Nonprofit 

sagemedia_comm 26 Company aiaddysonzh 32 PR/AD/SM 

prof 

Kfreberg 24 PR/AD/SM 

prof 

AEJMC_PRD 29 Nonprofit 

PRProfs 24 Nonprofit dominickalbano3 27 PR/AD/pro 

Hubspotacademy 21 Company prsaeduactors 12 Nonprofit 

 

The first measurement analyzed was centralization (0.083080). A centralized network 

community indicates that a few nodes dominate the whole network (Xu, Chiu, Chen & 

Mukherjee, 2015). Centralization calculates the average degree centrality of all nodes or users 

within a network. According to the results, the value of the #PRProfs network is closer to 1 than 

0, indicating a few central participants dominated the flow of information in the network (one to 

three PR/AD/SM professors, one to two PR/AD professionals, and two to three associations).  

Density is another measurement which analyzes how close participants are within a 

network and assess the speed of the information flow.  It calculates the proportion of existing 

ties to the total number of possible ties in a network. The #PRProfs network has a density of 

0.003906, which suggests that almost no one is connected to others in the network (values closer 

to 1 are evidence of a close-knit community).  

Diameter calculates the longest distance between two actors in a network, which in our 

study was 11. This value indicates the size of the network, how “wide” the network is, and it 

calculates the longest distance between two network participants. We see that #PRProfs is not a 

wide network as there are 11 degrees of separation between participants.  

Reciprocity (0.090210) indicates a proportion of ties that suggest two-way 
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communication. Our results show that only 0.9% of the users engage in two-way community, so 

there was so little back and forth conversation. Most of the users were disseminating or 

retweeting information, but no engagement was predominant between network participants.  

The last measurement, modularity, determines if clusters represent unique communities 

in the network. In other words, it provides an estimate of whether a network consists of one 

unified group. A higher modularity (more than 0.5) indicates divisions between communities as 

represented by clusters. The #PRProfs network presented six different clusters and a modularity 

value of 0.655000. This indicates divisions within the #PRProfs community; micro-communities 

were most predominant in this network. This means the conversation was not centered on one 

topic and several small communities were found as opposed to a singular community.  

These network values indicate that #PRProfs is a network that centers on a few 

participants; however, these actors are very well connected. The rest of the actors are not that 

close. Minimal tagging and retweeting are evidence of sporadic participation in the network. 

Figure 5 shows the three main clusters in the #PRProfs network. Each cluster is identified by 

pink, green, and purple colors. 

 
Figure 5. Main clusters on the #PRProfs network 

 

Through social network analysis, we have understood the way #PRProfs community 

behaves, who is talking to whom, and what they are talking about. According to Haythornthwaite  

and Gruzd (2008), social network analysis helps us discover the structure of social network while 

content analysis examines the nature of the tie. Using both techniques, our study fulfills a gap in 

the literature of Twitter professional communities, particularly in the area of public relations 

education.  

Among PR-related roles, the largest group found was PR/AD/SM professors (110 users), 

followed by PR/AD/SM professionals (97 users). The most central participant by in-degree was 

@aejmc_prd, the Public Relations Division of the Association for Education in Journalism and 

Mass Communication. Conversely, the most central participant by out-degree is @kfreberg, an 

Associate Professor of Strategic Communication and Social Media at the University of 

Louisville. Other top in-degree participants included companies (such as HubSpot and Sage 
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Communication & Media Studies) and associations (such as Public Relations Society of America 

– Educators section).  Most in-degrees are influential actors like associations, marketing 

companies, and book editorials. Most out-degrees are empathetic practitioners and professors 

identified in the entire network and across clusters.  Overall, the pattern suggests that most in-

degree Twitter users are more frequently approached by others whereas the out-degree users are 

more likely to reach out to others, becoming distributors of information and knowledge (Xu et 

al., 2015). There were 1,632 ties in the network, in other words, the number of tweets exchanged 

between users in the #PRProfs network. Most conversations were found among participants that 

hold the same roles. This aligns with the work of Bruns and Burgess (2011), and Gruzd et al. 

(2011) which indicate that people use hashtags to discuss topics of shared interest, and therefore, 

Twitter hashtags promote online communities based on similar interests.  Actors who use the 

#PRProfs hashtags are motivated by different reasons which can include connecting with other 

professors and professionals, learning about the latest trends in PR, seeking advice, and engaging 

in collaboration. All actors involved in Twitter communities share a common goal which is to 

disseminate information that will potentially impact the knowledge flow (Xu et al., 2015).  

It is essential to discover and understand new ways to increase visibility and participation 

(retweets, mentions or replies) on Twitter among users. There is still participation inequality in 

social media where 90% of social media users are “lurkers” who do not contribute to the 

communities (Graham Mackenzie, 2017).  To facilitate participation and engagement, 

according to the Twitter blog, tweets should include a picture, link for further information, and 

visibility features (e.g., hashtags and/or mentions). Gruzd, Paulin and Haythornthwaite (2016) 

emphasize the benefits of participating in learning networks, such as #PRProfs, which provide 

knowledge, perspectives, and tools for support information and knowledge sharing.  

Conversations in the #PRProfs community are predominantly about sharing knowledge, 

information, teaching tips, and trends in the PR industry. These salient themes point out a shared 

interest and practice in public relations education. Also, the call-to-action language and positive 

effect on tweets indicate a social relationship element. This aligns with previous studies (Xu et 

al., 2015 & Choi et al., 2012) which found that information sharing and relationship building are 

two key elements of Twitter conversations in online communities.  Our findings also reveal the 

potential of information diversity and collaborations, showing that PR/AD professionals are 

involved in the discussion. This reveals potential collaborations between faculty and PR/AD 

professionals.  Relevant organizations (associations) in the communication field are also 

present, but these conversations are dominated by few actors.   

Conclusions 

This paper analyzed the network properties and actor roles in the #PRProfs community 

on Twitter.  Online network communities permit the diffusion of ideas between members who 

share similar interests. The study of social media in professional settings is still new (Xu et al. 

2015). Our paper contributes to the literature of social media and public relations, in studying 

how users who participated in the #PRProfs community learn, network, broadcast, and interact 

with other colleagues and users.  

#PRProfs is an emergent community on Twitter that can attract other active actor roles in 

the discussion, providing helpful tips and information about PR education and industry. PR/AD 

professionals may find it useful to contribute and engage in partnerships with universities and 

associations. Although companies such as HubSpot and SAGE Communication and Media 

Studies are among the top 10 out-degree users, there is no real discussion and collaboration 

between professionals, professors, and agencies/marketing companies. Twitter should be used 
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for providing relevant information that could serve not only for the dissemination of information, 

but also for engaging in real dialogues and building community (Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012).  

This study has some limitations that suggest avenues for further work. This is an 

exploratory study in the use of Twitter among professional communities, using the case study of 

the #PRProfs network. Future studies can take a more in-depth analysis to understand other 

network characteristics or compare similar professional networks in the communication 

discipline such as #PRProfs and #SMProfs  (Social Media Professors). Future projects should 

also tap into whether conversations are informative, educative, and/or involve collaborative 

problem-solving between different users. The current study does not involve the codification and 

further examinations of tweets.  Having conversations does not mean that real collaboration was 

involved. In other words, it is important for further studies to analyze the collaborative nature of 

the conversations, for example, are PR/AD professionals collaborating with faculty? In what 

way? Are digital marketing/social media companies or agencies doing the same? How are 

students benefiting from this?  Our study helps to set the stage for later research to capitalize on 

the use of online professional communities on Twitter to foster cooperative projects between 

industry and education. 

This work has implications in the practice of public relations as it identifies the prominent 

users in the discussion of PR education and practices on Twitter. Identifying these actors also 

helps to discover how well they are connected to others and provides opportunities for PR/AD 

professionals to engage with these prominent users for networking and collaborative 

opportunities. This work also suggests the relevance of promoting engagement among different 

types of users and increasing participation in the conversation of key users such as students, 

universities, and AD/PR firms. Finally, this research provides insights into the topics that matter 

to those connected to the PR profession. 
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Abstract 

Adopting the conservation of resources (COR) theory, the study empirically examined 

how employee’s emotional exhaustion in the workplace affect their external communicative 

behavior toward an organization. Moreover, the study explored how the effects of emotional 

exhaustion on employee’s external communication can be managed under a specific 

organizational context, whether an organization provides a supportive or non-supportive 

communicative environment for employees. 

With a sample of employees in U.S. (N = 285), the result showed that when employees 

feel emotionally drained, they were more likely to disseminate negative information toward an 

organization to external publics. Furthermore, the findings of the study demonstrated that the 

effects of emotional exhaustion on employee’s communicative behavior are organizational 

context dependent. Specifically, interactions between emotional exhaustion and organizational 

communication efforts (i.e., symmetrical, asymmetrical communication) had significantly 

different consequences in strengthening employee’s advocative or adversarial communication.  

The findings suggest important implications on how management and internal 

communication managers could help internal key publics to resist their emotional exhaustion and 

instead create positive external reputation through advocative communication toward an 

organization. Several theoretical and practical implications have been discussed. 

 

Keywords: conservation of resources theory, employee burnout, employee communicative 

behavior, emotional exhaustion, internal communication management, (a)symmetrical 

communication   
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Introduction 

Employee’s burnout on the work has been a problematic issue which may influence 

individual’s work productivity or performance (Cropanzano, Rupp, & Byrne, 2003; Halbesleben 

& Bowler, 2007). According to a recent study by Gallup (2018), two-thirds of full-time 

employee experience burnout on their job. Among many factors that trigger employee burnout, 

emotional exhaustion has been regarded as a main factor that contributes to experiencing burnout 

at the workplace and the concept has received great attention in the workplace-burnout literature 

(Ledgerwood & Everett, 1998).  

Emotional exhaustion refers to an individual’s chronic feelings of being emotionally 

depleted by their work (Cordes & Dougherty, 1993; Cropanzano et al, 2003). Considering the 

negative work-related consequences (e.g., job performance, work incivility, organizational 

deviance) which may result from the high level of employee’s emotional exhaustion, many 

studies have discussed the underlying process in which emotional exhaustion affects job 

performance by adopting the conservation of resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989; 2001). 

From understanding the relationship between emotional exhaustion and work-related outcomes, 

some scholars and practitioners have further paid attention to examine the boundary conditions 

that can control the magnitude of the effects of emotional exhaustion on job performance in the 

workplace (Janssen, Lam, & Huang, 2010). Specifically, Janssen et al (2010) found out that 

distributive justice moderates the relationship between emotional exhaustion and job 

performance in organization-employee relations aspect.  

Although many recent studies have investigated the effects of emotional exhaustion 

“inside” the organization, little research has attempted to understand the impact of emotional 

exhaustion “outside” the organization. Furthermore, previous studies have not investigated how 

employee’s emotional exhaustion can be managed under a different organizational work 

environment or context. In this regard, adopting the COR theory, this study attempts to 

investigate the way in which emotional exhaustion may extend its influence on employees’ 

intended external communicative behaviors (i.e., advocative, adversarial) beyond the boundaries 

of the workplace. Given that employees can be either powerful “advocates” or “critics” when 

they communicate with external publics (Waters, Bortree, & Tindall, 2013) which may 

ultimately affect organizational perceived reputation, to examine the relationship between 

employee’s emotional exhaustion and external communicative behaviors may provide important 

implications on public relations scholars and practitioners.  

Moreover, as the influences of organizational work context on employee’s outcomes has 

been emphasized in literature (Shore & Wayne, 1993), the study also explores how emotional 

exhaustion changes employee’s external communication under variant organizational context 

such as when organization provides a supportive or non-supportive work condition for 

employees. Specifically, considering that an organizational communication practice has been 

regarded critical for creating a work condition that either encourage or discourage employee’s 

voluntary communicative behaviors (L. A. Grunig, J. E. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002; Kim & Rhee, 

2011), the study will examine how emotional exhaustion and organizational communication 

approaches (e.g., symmetrical communication, asymmetrical communication) differently interact 

on employee’s external communication. 

Given that employee’s emotional exhaustion has constantly been a crucial concern for 

both employee itself and organization, the study provides several theoretical and practical 

implications in internal management perspective. First, the findings of a current study enlarge the 

growing knowledge of emotional exhaustion based on COR theory, supporting that employee’ 
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emotional exhaustion extends its effect on their extra-role behavior outside the organization. 

Practically, the results underline the importance of organizational communication efforts, 

showing that interaction between emotional exhaustion and a specific organizational 

communication approach may either boost or lessen employee’s external communicative 

behaviors toward an organization. Because it is often unavoidable for employees to be 

emotionally exhausted in working, the findings suggest a way how management and internal 

communication managers could and should help employees to resist their emotional exhaustion 

and sustain a high performance.    

Literature Review 

Employee’s Advocative and Adversarial Communication 

Employee’s voice which refers to informal and discretionary communication behavior 

that suggest ideas, concerns, or opinions about work-related issues to persons (Morrison, 2011; 

2014) has been long studied in the organizational behavior and public relations studies. Since the 

late 1990s, many scholars started acknowledging employee’s voice as a key form of “extra-role” 

behavior which is distinguished from in-role behavior (Van Dyne & LePine, 1988). 

In public relations studies, the target of employee’s voice has been expanded from 

organizational-related internal stakeholders (i.e., employer, supervisor, co-workers) to external 

publics including customers. Considering that employees are regarded as an important informal 

agent of an organization who may forfend or share organizational-related messages to external 

publics, many scholars have paid attention to understanding the causes of employee’s 

communicative behavior outside the organization.  

Since Because employees are internal members of an organization who have complex 

identities (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011), they can be either an advocate or an adversary 

depending on a specific situation or organizational context (Kim & Rhee, 2011). In this context, 

employee’s advocative communication is externally supporting their organizations by sharing 

positive information and strength about their organization. In contrast, employee’s adversarial 

communication is externally criticizing their organization by leaking negative information, 

problem, or weakness about their organization.  

Emotional Exhaustion in the Workplace 

Emotional exhaustion in the workplace can be defined as a chronic feeling that 

individuals experience emotional depletion by their work (Maslach & Jackson, 1981). Cordes 

and Dougherty (1993) explained the concept as “a lack of energy and a feeling that one’s 

emotional resources are used up” (p. 623). Emotional exhaustion which is a primary component 

of burnout, is often caused when an individual involves in situations that are emotionally 

demanding in a long-term (Maslach, Jackson, Leiter, Schaufeli, & Schwab, 1986).  

Many scholars attempted to understand the underlying process by which emotional 

exhaustion affect work-related outcomes such as job performance or organizational citizenship 

behavior (OCB) in an organizational perspective (Cropanzano et al, 2003; Janssen, Lam, & 

Huang, 2010). According to the COR (conservation of resources) theory (Hobfoll, 1989; 2001; 

Hobfoll, Halbesleben, Neveu, & Westman, 2018), when people get emotionally exhausted, they 

become motivated to identify the cause of their burn-out state or loss of resource, and to find 

ways in which they can protect their depleting resources from further depletion (e.g., 

Halbesleben & Bowler, 2007; Siegall & McDonald, 2004). In employee’s perspective, 

employees who experience emotional exhaustion may be motivated to withdraw from the 

overwhelming work-related demands or performance in order to reduce their efforts and 

investment of their own resources (Halbesleben & Bowler, 2007; Hobfoll, 2001; Siegall & 
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McDonald, 2004). In this context, employees with higher levels of emotional exhaustion are 

more likely to engage in lower job performance and lower organizational commitment in the 

workplace (Cropanzano et al, 2003; Grandey, Dickter, & Sin, 2004).  

Based on previous rationales between employee’s emotional exhaustion and work-related 

outcomes, the study suggests that employees with high level of emotional exhaustion may be 

more likely to exhibit negative extra-role behavior and less likely to exhibit positive extra-role 

behavior outside the organization. This leads to the following hypotheses. 

H1. When employees experience a higher level of emotional exhaustion, they are less 

likely to engage in advocative communication behavior. 

H2. When employees experience a higher level of emotional exhaustion, they are more 

likely to engage in adversarial communication behavior. 

Organizational Communicative Efforts: Symmetrical and Asymmetrical Communication 

Among various types of organizational communication practices, symmetrical 

communication captures a supportive communicative approach which encourages employees’ 

different opinions, gives feedback, and is responsive (L. A. Grunig et al, 2002). Many public 

relations scholars have examined the effects of symmetrical communication on employee’s job 

performance, engagement, or communicative behaviors in organization-employee relations 

perspective (Kang & Sung, 2017; Kim & Rhee, 2011; Men & Stack, 2014). That is, when 

employees perceive that an organization and their supervisors deliberately consider their 

different suggestions, provide feedback, and are responsive to their opinion, they were more 

likely to have a higher level of engagement, increase advocative communication toward the 

organization, and decrease adversarial communication toward the organization.  

Although many scholars have paid attention to symmetrical communication as one of the 

primary management communication strategies which creates a positive work environment, few 

studies tested empirically the impact of asymmetrical communication in public relations aspect. 

This can be assumed that many studies have regarded a low level of symmetrical communication 

to be the same with a high level of asymmetrical communication. However, L. A. Grunig et al 

(2002) had already distinguished the concept of symmetrical communication and asymmetrical 

communication. In contrast to symmetrical communication, asymmetrical communication is 

viewed as a non-supportive context which attempts to persuade or control employees’ voice and 

gives minimal chance in the decision-making process (L. A. Grunig et al, 2002). Overall, it can 

be said that symmetrical communication and asymmetrical communication are different 

dimensions of organizational communicative efforts from each other. 

Although many scholars have paid attention to symmetrical communication as one of the 

primary management communication strategies which creates a positive work environment, few 

studies tested empirically the impact of asymmetrical communication in public relations aspect. 

This can be assumed that many studies have regarded a low level of symmetrical communication 

to be the same with a high level of asymmetrical communication. However, L. A. Grunig et al 

(2002) had already distinguished the concept of symmetrical communication and asymmetrical 

communication. In contrast to symmetrical communication, asymmetrical communication is 

viewed as a non-supportive context which attempts to persuade or control employees’ voice and 

gives minimal chance in the decision-making process (L. A. Grunig et al, 2002). Overall, it can 

be said that symmetrical communication and asymmetrical communication are different 

dimensions of organizational communicative efforts from each other. 

Interplay between Emotional Exhaustion and Organizational Communication Efforts on 

Employee’s Communicative Behavior 
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The negative outcomes of emotional exhaustion can be buffered or boosted by a specific 

organizational context. According to Janssen et al (2010), emotional exhaustion and overall 

performance had a negative association when employees perceive a high level of distributive 

justice with the organization, whereas there was no relationship between emotional exhaustion 

and overall performance when employees perceive a low level of distributive justice.  

In the same vein, an organizational communication environment may serve as an 

important condition that may control or reinforce the negative impact of emotional exhaustion on 

employee’s extra-role behavior. When employees with high level of emotional exhaustion 

perceive that an organization makes an effort to encourage internal member’s opinions, allow 

freedom of speak up, and be responsive to their voice, they may be able to resist emotional 

exhaustion which leads to their efforts to maintain positive organization-related performance.    

In contrast, when employees with high level of emotional exhaustion at the workplace 

perceive that an organization rather controls their opinions, does not allow freedom of speak up, 

and is seldom responsive to their voice, they will be more likely to find causes of the emotional 

exhaustion and try to protect their loss of resource toward the organization, decreasing pro-

organization behaviors. Furthermore, they may rather vent one’s feelings of depletion with 

increasing anti-organization behaviors. In this sense, the study posits following hypotheses. 

H3. Symmetrical communication moderates the relationship between employee’s 

emotional exhaustion and advocative communication behavior such that 

H3-1. Emotional exhaustion decreases advocative communication behavior lesser when 

symmetrical communication is high. 

H3-2. Emotional exhaustion increases adversarial communication behavior lesser when 

symmetrical communication is high. 

H4. Asymmetrical communication moderates the relationship between employee’s 

emotional exhaustion and communication behavior such that 

H4-1. Emotional exhaustion decreases advocative communication behavior greater when 

asymmetrical communication is high. 

H4-2. Emotional exhaustion increases adversarial communication behavior greater when 

asymmetrical communication is high. 

Method 

Sample and Procedure 

The study conducted an online survey with employees working in the United States. 

Participants were recruited through Amazon Mechanical Turk (Mturk) in 2018. Once 

participants agreed to participate in the survey, participants were first asked to answer a 

screening question which is asking the participants whether they are currently employed to a 

specific organization. When they are currently employed to the organization, they were able to 

continue the survey. After collecting data, the study excluded the survey responses when the 

length of time to complete the survey was less than 10 minutes. This method is used to guarantee 

the quality of data collected from MTurk (Stritch, Pedersen, & Taggart, 2017). 

The final sample included 285 U.S. employees, consist of 41.8% females (n = 119) and 

58.2% males (n = 166). The average age of employees was 38.15 years old (SD = 11.25). Of the 

participants, 93% (n = 265) indicated they worked full-time, while 7% (n =20) were employed 

part-time. Regarding a managerial level of employees, 34% (n = 97) were in non-managerial 

position (i.e., entry level) and 66% (n = 188) were in managerial position (i.e., associate 

manager, senior manager, etc.). The mean of employee’s tenure at job was 3.37 years (SD = 1.5).  

Measures  
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All conceptual items to test were measured by using 7-point Likert-type scale from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) in the survey. 

Emotional exhaustion. Three items were adopted from Maslach and Jackson (1981), 

including “I feel emotionally drained from my work” (a = .95).  

Organizational communication effort. Regarding organizational communication effort, 

six items of symmetrical communication (a = .92) and six items of asymmetrical communication 

(a = .84) were used. First, the items of symmetrical communication were adopted from Kim’s 

(2007) measurement items modified from J. E. Grunig (2001). Sample items were “Our company 

encourages differences of opinion” and “Employees are not afraid to speak up during meetings 

with supervisors and managers”. In terms of asymmetrical communication, “Employees seldom 

get feedback when we communicate to managers” and “Managers here are not interested in 

hearing employee suggestions regarding ways to improve company performance” were used 

which are adopted and modified from J. E. Grunig (2001).  

Employee’s communicative behavior. In terms of employee’s communicative behavior, 

six items of advocative communication (a = .90) and six items of adversarial communication (a 

= .88) were adopted from Kim and Rhee (2011). For advocative communication, “I praise my 

organization and management to friends and people I know” and “I have made efforts to 

persuade angry publics in favor of my organization” were used. Regarding adversarial 

communication, “I have criticized my company and management to friends and people I know” 

and “I have agreed and seconded with negative opinions about my company” were used. 

Control Variables. The demographic variables, job-related variables (i.e., tenure at job, 

workload, etc.), and organization-public relationship (OPR) were used. Regarding job-related 

variables, tenure at job was measured with the item “When did you begin working in your 

current position?” Work hours was measured with the item “How many hours per week do you 

usually work for?” Lastly, five items developed by Spector and Jex (1998) were used to assess 

workload (a = .83). OPR scale was adopted from Hon and J. E. Grunig (1999)’s study which 

includes four dimensions (i.e., trust, satisfaction, commitment, and control mutuality).  

Analysis 

The study conducted a series of hierarchical multiple regression analyses using SPSS to 

investigate the main effects (i.e., emotional exhaustion) and moderating effects (i.e., symmetrical 

communication, asymmetrical communication) of independent variables on employee’s 

communicative behavior. First, demographic variables and work-related variables were entered 

in Step 1 of the regression analyses. Second, the study entered emotional exhaustion and 

organizational communicative efforts to test main effects on dependent variables. Finally, an 

interaction term was added to examine moderator effects in the full model.  

Furthermore, the study centered the independent variables (i.e., (a)symmetrical 

communication) and based the interaction terms on the centered score and tested for the 

significance of the simple slopes using ±1 SD rule, following Aiken and West (1991)’s study.  

Results 

Table 1 contains descriptive statistics for each key variable, including means, standard 

deviations, adequate levels of reliability, and the inter-correlation among all measured variables.  

<Table 1 insert> 

The results of hierarchical regression analyses are displayed in Table 2 and Table 3. 

Hypothesis 1 predicted the negative association between employee’s emotional exhaustion and 

advocative communicative behavior. Hypothesis 2 predicted the positive association between 

employee’s emotional exhaustion and adversarial communicative behavior. As results, emotional 
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exhaustion was not significantly associated with advocative communication which did not 

support Hypothesis 1. However, emotional exhaustion was significantly associated with 

adversarial communication (β = .296, SE =.051, p < .001) which supported Hypothesis 2.  

Hypothesis 3 and Hypothesis 4 predicted the interaction effects of emotional exhaustion 

and organizational communication efforts (i.e., symmetrical communication, asymmetrical 

communication) on employee’s communicative behavior. Regarding the interaction effects of 

emotional exhaustion and symmetrical communication, it is turned out that emotional exhaustion 

× symmetrical communication was significant for advocative communication (β = .405, SE 

=.028, p = .01). Moreover, as shown in Table 2, the full model contributed significant variance in 

employee’s advocative communication (∆R2 = .016, p = .01). However, exhaustion × 

symmetrical communication was not significant for adversarial communication. 

In contrast, as shown in Table 3, exhaustion × asymmetrical communication was 

significant for adversarial communication (β = .839, SE =.025, p < .001), whereas the interaction 

term was not significant for advocative communication. The full model contributed significant 

variance in employee’s adversarial communication (∆R2 = .045, p < .001). 

<Table 2 insert> 

<Table 3 insert> 

Additionally, to examine the interaction effects, the study plotted regression lines for the 

high and low levels of each organizational communication effort (±1 SD from the mean) in 

Figure 1 and Figure 2. Figure 1 shows the plot of emotional exhaustion × symmetrical 

communication for advocative communication. The slope was significant for only high group of 

symmetrical communication (B = .15, SE = .066, p = .024). That is, the relationship between 

emotional exhaustion and advocative communication was significantly positive when 

symmetrical communication is high. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 is partially supported. 

Figure 2 displays the plot of emotional exhaustion × asymmetrical communication for 

adversarial communication. The slopes were significant for moderate level of group (B = .21, SE 

= .05, p < .001) and high level of group (B = .378, SE = .059, p < .001). The relationship between 

emotional exhaustion and adversarial communication was positively stronger when asymmetrical 

communication was high. Therefore, Hypothesis 4 was also partially supported. 

<Figure 1 insert> 

<Figure 2 insert> 

Discussion 

Many practitioners as well as scholars have recently emphasized employee’s feelings of 

exhaustion and burnout in internal management perspective (Harvard Business Review, 2018). 

Considering that emotional exhaustion at the workplace is a chronical and long-lasting feeling 

rather than temporary affective state, it is essential to examine how emotional exhaustion can be 

managed or buffered in an organizational perspective. As predicted in the study, the findings of 

the result have several implications which may be useful in real-life practice.  

First, the study attempted to examine the influence of employees’ emotional exhaustion 

in the workplace on extra-role behavior when they perform as a representative of the 

organization to external publics. As a result, employee’s emotional exhaustion had a significantly 

positive association with their negative information sharing toward an organization. Moreover, 

as shown in Table 2, emotional exhaustion has contributed a significantly large variance to 

explain employee’s adversarial communication. It is meaningful that the study found out 

emotional exhaustion may extend its effect on employee’s negative extra-role behavior outside 

the organization as well as their work performance or work civility inside the organization. 
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Specifically, considering that employee’s negative information sharing or unfavorable opinion 

toward their organization may become potential damage to organizational reputation, and ideas 

or opinions that external publics would develop, the result shows that an organization has to take 

care of their internal members to decrease the feelings of emotional depletion at work. 

In this context, the study investigated how emotional exhaustion can be managed 

according to organizational supportive or unsupportive work context. Specifically, the study 

tested how an employee’s different perception toward their daily communication with 

organization moderates the relationship between emotional exhaustion and external 

communication. It is distinguishable that the current study focused on whether symmetrical 

communication and asymmetrical communication can be distinctively operated as an 

independent moderator. As a result, when employees with a high level of emotional exhaustion 

perceive that an organization is responsive, provides feedback, and encourages internal 

member’s opinion, they were more likely to be an advocate of their organization. In contrast, 

when employees with high level of emotional exhaustion perceive that an organization’s purpose 

of communication is to control their opinion and make them behave in the way the organization 

wants, they were more likely to become an adversary of their organization. The findings 

highlight that employee’s emotional exhaustion can be tuned in a significantly different way 

based on what communicative context an organization provides to internal stakeholders. In 

particular, it is notable that the relationship between emotional exhaustion and advocative 

communication could become positively stronger when an organization provides symmetrical 

communication environment to the employees. That is, the experience of high level of emotional 

exhaustion can rather help employees to disseminate positive information toward the 

organization when they consider that an organization is making an effort to create a supportive 

communication environment.  

The boundary conditions we illustrated in the present study give critical insights to 

practitioners regarding internal communication management. Specifically, the study helps 

practitioners and supervisors to understand the importance of an organizational communicative 

approach when they interact with employees with high level of emotional exhaustion. In reality, 

work-related stress is almost inevitable for most organizations under competitive business 

environments and resource constraints. Yet, the ways of managers and supervisors make 

communicative interactions increasingly symmetrical and less asymmetrical will change the 

courses of employee’s communicative actions – to be more advocative and less adversarial to 

their organization.  

Though stressed-out emotionally from working, employees can still be an “advocate” or a 

guardian of reputation for the organization. Otherwise, they can become a worse “adversary” of 

the organization. A different outcome of emotional exhaustion depends on how an organization 

copes the situation communicatively with its employees. The findings suggest clearly that 

employees’ emotional exhaustion could be transformed further into creating competitive 

reputational advantages via extra-role behaviors in pro-organizational communicative actions. 
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Figures and Tables 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Variables. 
  a M SD 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Emotional exhaustion 0.95 3.31 1.99 .          

2. Symmetrical communication 0.92 4.79 1.45 0.420** .       

3. Asymmetrical communication 0.84 3.86 1.42   0.401** -0.371** .      

4. Employee advocative communication  0.90 3.23 1.65 -0.127*  0.453** -0.073 .  
 

5. Employee adversarial communication  0.88 2.68 1.57   0.463** -0.287**  0.491** 0.045 . 

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001  

Table 2. Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses for Hypothesis 3. 

    
  

                  Advocative communication 

  

 Adversarial communication 

    b s.e β 
Total 

R2 
∆R2 b s.e β 

Total 

R2 
∆R2 

Step 1. Control variables                   

Age   -0.014 0.008  -0.095†     -0.020 0.008 -0.139*     

Gender   
   

0.080 
0.166   0.024     -0.350 0.161 -0.110*     

Tenure at job 0.002 0.059   0.002     -0.038 0.057 -0.036     

Work hours 0.144 0.203   0.035     0.236 0.196 -0.061     

Workload   0.195 
   

0.100 
  0.100†     0.295 0.097  0.158**   

OPR   0.657 
   

0.060 

  

0.584*** 
    -0.159 0.058 -0.147**     

Asymmetrical 

communication 

   

0.130 
0.063 0.112* 0.328   0.429 

 

0.060 

             

0.387*** 
0.315   

Step 2                       

Emotional Exhaustion 0.052 0.055   0.063     0.234 0.051 0.296***     

Symmetrical 

communication 
0.032 0.107   0.028 0.331 0.002 -0.004 

 

0.100 
-0.044 0.363 0.049*** 

Step 3                       

Emotional Exhaustion 
   

0.073 
0.028 0.405** 0.347 .016** 0.024 0.027  0.137 0.365 0.002 x Symmetrical 

communication  

Note. † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Table 3. Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses for Hypothesis 4. 

 

  

  

      
  

Advocative communication 
  

  

Adversarial communication 

    b s.e β 
Total 

R2 
∆R2 b s.e β 

Total 

R2 
∆R2 

Step 1. Control variables                     

Age   -0.015 0.008 -0.102†     -0.023 0.008 -0.165**     

Gender   0.055 0.167 0.016     -0.431 0.174 -0.135*     

Tenure at job -0.003  0.06 -0.003     -0.052 0.062 -0.049     

Work 
hours 

  0.112 0.204 0.027     -0.359 0.213 -0.092†     

Workload   0.235 0.099 0.120*     0.422 0.103 0.226***     

OPR    0.620 0.106 
 

0.551*** 
    -0.188  0.110 -0.174†     

Symmetrical 

communication 
-0.006 0.106 -0.005 0.318   -0.133 0.111 -0.123 0.194   

Step 2                       

Emotional Exhaustion 0.052 0.055 0.063     0.234 0.051 0.296***     

Asymmetrical 

communication 
0.032 0.107 0.028 0.331 0.013† 0.364 0.061 0.329*** 0.363 0.169*** 

Step 3                       

Emotional Exhaustion 

0.021 0.029 0.142 0.332 0.001 0.118 0.025 0.839*** 0.408 0.045*** x Asymmetrical 

communication 

Note. † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Figure 1. Interaction effect of emotional exhaustion and symmetrical communication on 

employee advocative communication. 

 

Figure 2. Interaction effect of emotional exhaustion and asymmetrical communication on 

employee adversarial communication. 
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Abstract 

Excellence theory emphasizes that PR practitioners are most effective when they are able 

to exert power to influence organizational decision making. However, the dominant coalition, 

who determine what role public relations performs in an organization, often are unaware of the 

contributions of their PR team.  Using the framework of excellence theory and French and 

Raven’s (1959) five-power base model, this study examines the relationship between the 

dominant coalition’s perception of public relations practitioners’ power and PR’s function within 

the U.S. Navy. Results from an online survey (N=134) found that different types of power 

positively related to the perceived attributes and functions of Navy practitioners. 
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How are public relations practitioners perceived? White and Park’s (2010) research 

proposed that the media believes public relations practitioners manipulate the truth. Callison, 

Merle, and Selzer’s (2014) research suggests that the general public believes PR practitioners are 

smart and outgoing, but liars. Sallot (2002) concluded that the public’s valuation of PR 

practitioners depends on their perception of practitioners’ motives. The negative perceptions 

surrounding the profession stem from the common view - held by both the public and by 

dominant coalitions - that PR’s primary role is to advance their organization's motives and 

agenda (White & Park, 2010). To bridge the gap between the public they serve and the 

organization they represent, PR practitioners must be empowered to manage both relationships 

through two-way communication (Dozier, Grunig, & Grunig, 1995).   

Purpose 

This study builds on excellence theory’s foundational assumption that PR practitioners 

must be empowered to be effective (Dozier et al., 1995). This empowerment is determined by the 

dominant coalition (Wilson, 2016). Since dominant coalitions determine the function of 

employees within an organization, this study examines the relationship between the dominant 

coalition’s perception of the power and functions of PR practitioners.  

Rationale 

  Excellence theory suggests that the limited power in PR is due to a lack of 

professionalization (Grunig, Grunig, & Dozier, 2002). For this reason, we chose to study the 

U.S. Navy. Uniformed public relations practitioners are referred to as public affairs officers 

(PAOs). Military regulations delineate PAOs’ values, ethics, and training pipeline within the 

U.S. Navy (Department of the Navy, 2012). By selecting a community of public relations 

professionals with a codified structure within an organization, professionalization becomes a 

constant within the population. Using this specific population reduces confounding variables to 

help determine the power perception of PAO’s and its relationship to their functions and 

attributes.  

Literature Review 

Excellence Theory  

Excellence theory grew out of the excellence study, which began in 1985 as an attempt to 

unify a number of existing theories into a single, comprehensive theory that would explain what 

made PR operate effectively (Dozier et al., 1995). Excellence theory argues that PR practitioners 

are most effective and valuable when they participate in the management of an organization 

(Grunig, 2006). 

The PR/dominant coalition relationship is critically important because the dominant 

coalition determines if PR is given a voice in organizational decision making (Wilson, 2016).  

However, dominant coalitions may be unaware of their PR practitioners’ organizational 

contributions and the value they provide (Wilson, 2016). To be most effective, practitioners must 

cultivate relationships with both public stakeholders and the dominant coalition, addressing the 

priorities of both groups (Grunig, 2006). Two-way communication enables practitioners to 

develop successful, long term relationships with both key publics and management (Grunig, 

2006). Excellence theory advocates, above all, for the empowerment of PR practitioners (Grunig 

et al., 2002). This power derives not from inherent authority, but rather from the practitioners’ 

ability to influence organizational decision making (Grunig et al., 2002).  

Power  

This study focuses on the influence of individual practitioners. To explore the influence 
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of an individual within the organization, this study used the construct of power. Power derives 

from either authority or influence and relates to the position of the individual (French & Raven, 

1959). Members of the dominant coalition primarily possess power through authority, while PR 

practitioners’ power is based on their ability to influence the dominant coalition. Power related to 

influence is also called social power (French & Raven, 1959). According to French and Raven 

(1959), social power is defined as a direct influence to change behavior, opinions, attitudes, 

goals, needs, or values. Social power is perceived, not inherently bestowed (Holzbach, 1974).  

Social power is not constant, but instead develops over time (Holzbach, 1974).     

To explore the sources of social power, French and Raven (1959) created a five-power 

base model (which included expert, reward, referent, legitimate, and coercive power) focused on 

intraorganizational relationships. French and Raven (1959) describe how each facet of power 

distinctly influences organizational dynamics.   

Reward power. Reward power refers to the ability of an individual to recognize or 

compensate someone for his or her work. It encourages both conformity and teamwork. Reward 

power is effective when incentives are offered for attainable goals to increase productivity. The 

amount of reward power an individual possesses depends on the probability that the individual 

can actually provide incentives (French and Raven, 1959).  

Coercive power. Coercive power is similar to reward power because it also influences 

productivity (French and Raven, 1959). Instead of offering a reward, coercive power relates to 

the ability of an individual to hold someone accountable for unsatisfactory work.  Studies show 

that the threat of punishment has a positive relationship with compliance (Holzbach, 1974).  

However, the threat of punishment is only effective if the subordinates believe the threat will be 

enforced (Holzbach, 1974). Coercive power forces conformity and could lead to individuals 

leaving the team. Increased coercive power will reduce referent power (French and Raven, 

1959).  

Legitimate power. Legitimate power represents an individual’s right to authority and 

depends on acceptance of cultural or organizational values of hierarchy. The role of an individual 

does not determine the amount of legitimate power; it derives from the acceptance of a code of 

values. Values that support legitimate power could be cultural, social, or organizational (French 

and Raven, 1959).  

Referent power. Referent power suggests an individual is liked or is part of a social 

membership (also called camaraderie). An individual achieves referent power when the 

organization wants him or her to be a part of the team. Referent power differs from reward and 

coercive power because it does not depend on negative or positive incentives (French and Raven, 

1959).  

Expert power. Expert power represents an individual's level of knowledge compared to 

an established standard. Individuals with strong expert power become advisors within the 

organization. The strength of expert power depends on an individual's amount of knowledge.  

Expert power also depends on trust; to possess expert power the organization must trust the 

advice and information an individual provides (French and Raven, 1959).  

Measuring Power 

Measuring power is essential to understanding relationships between individuals within 

an organization (Drea, Briuner, & Hensel, 1993). To measure social power, Holzbach (1974) 

created the Associated Power Index (API) based on French and Raven’s (1959) five-power base 

model.  His scale development included factor analysis with varimax rotation. His final 25-item 

scale measures the multidimensional construct of power, with five items per power. When 
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Holzbach (1974) tested the API he concluded that there was a strong relationship between 

reward, referent, and expert powers and subordinate job performance. 

Carson, Carson, and Roe (1993) conducted a meta-analysis on studies that employed 

French and Raven’s (1959) five-power base model. Previous populations studied using the five-

power base model include: paper mill employees, students, construction workers, marketing 

executives, salesmen, and telephone operators. In their social power meta-analysis, Carson et al. 

(1993) looked at 16 studies with 20 different samples and through power explored the 

organizational outcomes of job satisfaction, job performance, and satisfaction with supervision.  

Carson et al. (1993) found that expert, reward, and referent powers all positively related to job 

performance.  

Power in PR 

Berger (2007) claims that PR power and its sources are difficult to determine and 

measure. PR scholars previously measured PR practitioners’ power quantitatively through 

attributed function (Kohring, Marcinkowski, Lindner, & Karis, 2013; Wilson, 2016). Both 

Kohring et al. (2013) and Wilson (2016) measured the perceived power of PR from the dominant 

coalition prospective. Wilson (2016) measured power through practitioner’s perceived manager 

role potential and participation in organizational decision making. Kohring et al. (2013) used 

professional expertise, exerted influence, and time spent with the dominant coalition to measure 

power. However, these studies did not measure power as an independent construct.  

Perceived Attributes and Functions of PR  

The term “public relations” is often used in a negative context (White & Park, 2010). In 

the media and in everyday conversation, PR has become a negative adjective in phrases like, “PR 

stunt” or “PR nightmare” (White & Park, 2010). When White and Park (2010) created a 

questionnaire to measure PR perceptions, items regarding functions went beyond crisis 

management and included internal communication and community relations. These items 

measure both one-way and two-way communication functions of PR. Excellence theory pushes 

for PR functions to go beyond one-way communication such as crisis communication and 

publicity (Grunig, 2006). However, there is still a lack of awareness of the appropriate function 

of PR by the both the public and organizational leadership (Wilson, 2016).   

When Callison et al. (2014) explored the public’s perception of PR, respondents reported 

more positive attributes than negative. Most positive attributes described PR practitioners as 

being intelligent and socially skilled (Callison et al., 2014). However, when considering ethical 

attributes, more than half of the responses described practitioners as dishonest (Callison et al., 

2014). For this reason, the PR community has pushed for more professionalization (Sallot, 

2002). Sallot (2002) found that PR practitioners believed the implementation of better ethics and 

increased professionalism was the best way to increase public credibility. Grunig (2000) 

postulates that PR cannot achieve professional status until the public believes it benefits society 

and organizations accept practitioners’ advice.           

Public Affairs in the U.S. Navy 

According to Grunig and Hunt (1984), five concepts comprise professionalism: 

professional values, a professional organization, professional norms, technical skills, and an 

established body of knowledge. As an independent community, Navy PAOs fulfill many of the 

professionalism criteria proposed by Grunig and Hunt (1984).  

The PAO community is autonomous from other naval professions, and reports directly to 

organizational leadership. Members of the public affairs community will only practice public 

relations throughout their career. The PAO community leads and develops independent public 
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affairs training. The Defense Information School (DINFOS), a training school for military PR 

technicians and managers, provides public relations education to all branches of the armed 

service. The officer community is complemented by a designated enlisted profession, which fills 

many of the technician roles in PR. The Navy reinforces the skillsets learned at DINFOS with 

partnerships at universities such as San Diego State University and Syracuse University. This 

level of autonomy within the Navy demonstrates that the PAO community serves as its own 

professional organization. 

As a professional organization, the PAO community is guided by delineated professional 

values and norms. PR practitioners in the Department of Navy are bound by the DOD Principles 

of Information and the Freedom of Information Act (Department of the Navy, 2012). The DOD 

Principles of Information stipulates two-way communication by requiring timely and accurate 

responses to the public, Congress, and the news media. Within the military, these documents are 

legally enforceable, providing structured guidelines for the conduct of PAOs (Uniform Code of 

Military Justice, 2019).  

The formality of the Navy’s PR community connotes a high level of professionalization 

according to Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) five principles. However, while the community as a 

whole has autonomy within the Navy, individual experiences depend upon relationships with 

dominant coalitions. Commanding officers, not Navy regulations or the PAO community, often 

assign the roles of PAOs within a command. The dominant coalition’s functional assignment of 

PAOs may indicate a lack of power for individual PAOs. Accordingly, this research seeks to 

understand the dominant coalition’s perception of power and its relationship to the function of 

PR practitioners within a large organization.       

Research Question  

Using the framework of excellence theory and the French and Raven (1959) five-power 

base model, we posed the following research question: 

RQ: How, if at all, does the dominant coalition’s perception of the power of PR practitioners 

relate to the practitioners’ function within the organization?  

Method    

This study employed an online survey in early 2019 of military leadership and their PR 

staff to examine the influence of perceived power on the function of PR practitioners. To 

measure perceptions of public relations practitioners, we conducted an IRB-approved online 

survey, delivered via a link in an email to respondents. This study on military personnel required 

a dual-IRB process through both San Diego State University, and the U.S. Navy. The Office of 

the Chief of Naval Operations (OPNAV) granted authority to conduct the survey under OPNAV.  

Instrument 

 This study measured power using the 25-item scale first developed by Holzbach (1974) 

from French and Raven’s (1959) five-power base model. To measure types of power, survey 

questions included items such as: the public affairs officer...rewards good work, is strict, has 

authority, is proficient, and is likeable. All items were measured on a five-point Likert scale.  

Respondents indicated their agreement with each item from “strongly agree” to “strongly 

disagree.” The item friendly, which should have been included within referent power, was 

omitted due to an error, resulting in measuring power through 24 items. 

We conducted a principle components factor analysis with varimax rotation on the API, 

in line with Holzbach’s (1974) and Comer’s (1984) method. The initial results yielded a six-

factor solution, explaining 80.1% of variance. This factor solution was problematic in that one 

factor was a single-item factor. The process was repeated, limiting the factors to five. The 
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resulting five-factor solution explained 75.9% of variance and more closely resembled Comer’s 

(1984) original groupings. Comer’s (1984) findings separated expert and referent power, but had 

legitimate power break apart along the same items as our factor analysis. Our factor analysis 

grouped expert and referent power together and split legitimate power into two factors, 

legitimate and authorized power. The factors for analysis here were reward power (alpha = .92), 

coercive power (alpha = .87), legitimate power (alpha = .88), expert/referent power (alpha = .94), 

and authorized power (a factor that split out from legitimate power) (alpha = .77). All factors 

were reliable based on Cronbach’s inter-item correlation coefficient. For details see Table 1.   

The survey also employed White and Park’s (2010) scale to measure the function and 

attributes of PR practitioners. Survey questions such as: public affairs is...an attempt to hide or 

disguise something, public affairs...benefits society by providing information, public affairs 

involves...crisis management measured the dominant coalition’s perceptions of the functions and 

attributes of PR. We added two additional items to the original function scale, media relations 

and creating imagery. All items were measured on a five-point Likert scale. Respondents 

indicated their agreement with each item from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree.” In line 

with White and Park (2010), we separated the scale into three corresponding indices: negative 

attributes (alpha = .76), positive attributes (alpha = .93), and functions (alpha = .85). All indices 

were reliable based on Cronbach’s inter-item correlation coefficient.   

Respondents were also asked demographic information and questions about their military 

rank, time in service, and experience working with PR practitioners. 

Sample 

Our study looked at dominant coalition members and uniformed PAOs in the U.S. Navy.  

The U.S. Navy consists of hundreds of commands, which individually and collectively influence 

the PR mission of the Navy. We defined the dominant coalition as the members of a command 

triad: the commanding officer, the executive officer, and the command master chief. All 

responses were anonymous. 

  The researchers worked directly with Navy PAOs to reach the desired sample of 

respondents through a snowball sample. Public affairs departments from U.S. Fleet Forces and 

U.S. Pacific Fleet served as sponsors for the study and initially emailed the survey to PAOs at 

subordinate commands. These PAOs then forwarded the surveys to the triads and PAOs at their 

subordinate commands. 

The survey received 134 responses (N = 134). Of these, 79.9% (n = 107) identified as 

part of the command triad and 20.1% (n = 27) identified as a PAO. This ratio between command 

triads and PAOs is in line with the organizational makeup of the Navy. Of the respondents who 

reported gender, 85.7% (n = 90) reported as men and 14.3% (n = 15) reported as women. The 

average respondent reported serving in the Navy for more than 20 years (M = 20.52, SD = 6.71).   

Of the command triad respondents, 27.6% (n = 29) reported having a PAO assigned to 

their command, while 72.4% (n = 76) reported not having a PAO assigned. While the majority of 

dominant coalition respondents did not have a PAO assigned, 92.1% (n = 70) of respondents 

reported previously working with a PAO and 7.9% (n = 6) reported never working a PAO.   

Results 

This study used a survey of (N = 134) dominant coalitions and PR practitioners within 

the U.S. Navy. We conducted data analysis via SPSS to explore whether a relationship existed 

between the dominant coalition’s perception of the power of PR practitioners and those 

practitioners’ functions in the organization.   

To provide context to our study, we used demographic and population information to 
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explore power and function as independent concepts. When looking at the population of the 

sample, we first explored each command position independently. However, there was no 

significant difference between the positions of commanding officer, executive officer, and 

command master chief. Accordingly, we treated the dominant coalition as one population, the 

triad. Significant differences between the responses of the triad and PAOs allowed us to compare 

external versus self-perceptions of PR.      

Triad versus PAO 

 An independent samples t test demonstrated that PAOs rated themselves as having 

higher expert/referent power than they were rated by dominant coalitions (Mdiff = .52), t(94) = -

2.00, ρ = .04. According to an independent sample t test, PAOs also rated themselves as having 

higher authorized power than dominant coalitions rated them (Mdiff = .84), t(94) = -3.14, ρ = 

.002. This indicates that PAOs view themselves more powerful than their commanders view 

them. 

 We used an independent samples t test to determine if the perception of functions and 

attributes varied significantly between PAOs and triads, similar to the difference in perception of 

power. The survey responses indicated PAOs and triads varied significantly in their perception of 

positive attributes assigned to a PAO. PAOs rated themselves higher in positive attributes (M = 

4.67, SD = .42) than their leadership did (M = 4.22, SD = .77), t(102) = -2.41, ρ = .017.   

An independent samples t test result indicated PAOs and their triad also varied 

significantly in their perception of the functions of public affairs. The results showed that PAOs 

gave higher ratings in this scale (M = 4.80, SD = .29) than their leadership did (M = 4.25, SD = 

.60), t(103) = -3.83, ρ < .001, indicating that PAOs view themselves as providing more PR 

functionality to their command than their leadership does. 

Interaction with a PAO 

 This study also explored the experiential and demographic influences of power 

perception and function and attributes. The study found that interacting and working with PAOs 

significantly changed the power perception of PAOs. The results of an independent samples t test 

showed that triad members who had worked with a PAO during their career rated PAOs as 

having greater reward power than those who had never worked with a PAO (Mdiff = 1.09), t(58) 

= 2.88, ρ = .006. The results of an independent samples t test also indicated that commands who 

had worked with PAOs rated PAOs as having lower coercive power than commands who had 

never worked with a PAO (Mdiff = 1.44), t(58) = -3.36,  ρ < .001.  

While interacting with a PAO changed the perception of coercive and reward power, 

having a PAO presently on staff also significantly changed the ratings of negative attributes.  An 

independent samples t test confirmed that commands with permanently assigned PAOs rated 

them as having lower negative attributes (M = 2.37, SD = .83) than commands without a PAO 

(M = 2.74, .70.), t(83) = -2.01, ρ = .047.  

Power versus Function 

This research sought to determine the relationship between power perception of the 

dominant coalition and the function and attributes of PAOs. Data analysis indicated a 

relationship between power and function and attributes. The results of a Pearson correlation 

showed a positive relationship between expert/referent power and positive attributes, r(79) = .44, 

ρ < .001 and between reward power and positive attributes, r(79) = .24, ρ = .03. Additionally, a 

Pearson correlation test showed a relationship between expert/referent power and function, r(79) 

= .38, ρ < .001 and between reward power and function, r(79) = .33, ρ < .001.   
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Discussion 

 This study built on the principle of power in excellence theory and sought to determine 

the relationship between power perception and function and attributes of PR professionals. We 

found a statistically significant positive relationship between power and function. The findings of 

this study also indicate that dominant coalitions viewed PAOs as less powerful and functional 

than PAOs viewed themselves. 

Expert, referent, and reward powers emerged as positively related to both positive 

attributes and functions of PR. This finding furthers Holzbach (1974) and Carson et al. (1993), 

who found that the same three powers related positively to job performance. Holzbach’s (1974) 

research indicated that historically these three powers possessed a relationship with 

organizational outcomes. This implies that PR functions positively relate to organizational 

outcomes. This finding supports a central tenet of excellence theory that PR contributes to 

organizational outcomes (Grunig, 2006).    

This study found that just working with a PAO changed the triads’ perception of PAOs’ 

power. Furthermore, having a PAO presently on staff positively changed the perception of 

attributes and functions of PAOs. Triad members who had a PAO on staff were more likely to 

perceive PR as benefiting society. This suggests that merely establishing a relationship with the 

dominant coalition alters a perception of power, while engaging in a prolonged relationship 

changes the perception of PR. Both our study and White and Park (2010) found that respondents 

rated the attribute item PR benefits society through providing information (M = 4.33, SD = .81) 

highest. This signifies that dominant coalitions understand the importance and value of the flow 

of information with external publics. However, the Navy maintains a limited number of PAOs, 

which may limit their interaction with Navy dominant coalitions. Accordingly, this demonstrates 

the importance for PR professionals to place a priority on establishing and maintaining 

relationships. 

The results showed that PAOs rate their functionality highly across the six items of the 

function scale, rating themselves highest in media relations (M = 4.95, SD = .22) and external 

communications (M = 4.95, SD = .22). Triads rated PAOs significantly lower than PAOs’ self-

rating across all functions. Interestingly, PAOs and triads both rated PAOs lowest in internal 

communication (M = 3.63, SD = 1.25). This item also had the largest standard deviation of any 

item in the function index. This finding dovetails with Grunig et al.’s (2002) assertion that failure 

to maintain open lines of internal communication decreases PR’s inclusion in organization 

decision making. If PAOs are indeed highly functional, as they self-described in the survey, then 

it is critical for the community to demonstrate and internally communicate that proficiency to the 

dominant coalition, thereby ensuring their inclusion in influencing organizational outcomes.   

Real-world implications 

The findings of this study, that power and function are positively related, indicate that PR 

professionals can influence their power within an organization. Increasing PR’s power is not 

solely subject to the dominant coalition. Individuals can change their power perception by 

increasing their PR skills, knowledge, and sociability. At an organizational level, PR departments 

must continue to invest in PR training. In line with excellence theory, these findings indicate that 

building the professionalization of PR will increase the skillsets of practitioners and increase 

their power within organizations (Dozier et al., 1995).    

Limitations and Future Study  

Our study focused on leadership within the U.S. Navy. A condensed timeline, difficult to 

reach population, and dual IRB processes resulted in a small sample. To get a larger sample size 
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within this specific population, strategic pre-coordination would be required. We were unable to 

do in-depth pre-coordination throughout our global Navy due to this study’s constraints. 

In terms of future research, it would be valuable for scholars to revisit the Holzbach API 

scale. Our factor analysis on this scale closely mirrored Comer’s (1984) factor analysis makeup. 

In both our analysis and Comer’s (1984), legitimate power broke apart in the same way.  

Additionally, past research did not find a relationship between legitimate power and 

organizational outcomes (Carson et al., 1993; Holzbach, 1974). Similarly, our research did not 

indicate any significant results regarding legitimate power. This all might suggest that legitimate 

power is not a necessary factor in assessing the multidimensional construct of power.  In future 

research, the scale should be retested among different populations to explore whether legitimate 

power should be altered or removed from the scale. 

Conclusion 

Our study validated the use of Holzbach’s (1974) API, based on French and Raven’s 

(1959) five-base power model, to measure the influence of an individual in an organization in the 

field of public relations. While previous studies have indicated the difficulty in determining and 

measuring the power of PR practitioners, the API provides researchers a tool to measure the 

quantity and types of power possessed by PR professionals. 

Using this validated scale, our study found a positive relationship between power and 

function of PR individuals. Our results closely mirrored previous research and reinforced the 

impact of empowering PR professionals within an organization. The findings suggest that PR 

practitioners may be able to improve their own social power through increased skill and 

knowledge levels.  These findings stress the continued professionalization of PR. 

Lastly, our study found that relationships matter. Whether PR practitioners have limited 

interactions with dominant coalitions or work with them on a daily basis, those interactions make 

a difference. Establishing relationships makes PR practitioners better understood and more 

powerful. This not only impacts the individual practitioner, but according to excellence theory, 

and numerous social power studies, improves the entire organization.    
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Abstract 

Acknowledging employees as critical information sources about organizational activities, 

this experiment examines how the valence (positive vs. negative) and channel (face-to-face vs 

social media) of employees’ communication regarding their organization’s CSR impact external 

publics’ perceived authenticity of the organization, corporate attitudes, and purchasing intentions 
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Employees are increasingly recognized as significant organizational ambassadors because 

they actively create and distribute organization-related information beyond the boundaries of 

their organization (Kim & Rhee, 2011). Internal members of an organization such as employees 

can become the most effective advocates of a company’s reputation and communication 

strategies when they share positive information about the organization (Morhart, Herzog, 

Tomczak, 2009). However, employees’ negative communication via word-of-mouth (WOM) 

always presents a danger: this communication flows through the employees’ informal networks 

and eventually may hurt the company (Kim & Rhee, 2011; Lee & Kim, 2017). To minimize this 

risk, public relations scholars have suggested the use of communication strategies such as 

symmetrical or transparent internal communication and the cultivation of employee-organization 

relationships, which enhance employees’ likelihood of being organizational advocates and 

decrease their intentions to share negative information (Kang & Sung, 2017; Lee & Kim, 2017). 

Researchers have agreed that employees’ words can impact external publics’ views of the 

organization through diverse channels (Ivens & Schaarschmidt, 2015; Miles & Mangold, 2014). 

However, exactly how their words affect external publics’ (e.g., consumers’) attitudes and 

behaviors toward an organization remains unclear. 

In particular, given the significant role of employees as corporate social responsibility 

(CSR) communicators (Du, Bhattacharya, & Sen, 2010), their WOM serves as a credible 

communication channel for organizations’ CSR activities. Scholars have explained how an 

organization should communicate CSR through diverse communicative efforts to reinforce 

consumers’ trust, favorable attitudes toward a company, loyalty, their purchasing intentions, and 

positive WOM (Du et al., 2010). Consumers’ attitudes and behavioral intentions, however, are 

also significantly affected by others’ words, WOM (Eberle, Berens, & Li, 2013). Consumers are 

likely to rely on a company’s employees as a credible and trustworthy source for CSR 

information (Cone, 2015; Morsing, Schultz, & Nielsen, 2008). This “inside-out approach” to 

CSR communication has been increasingly valued by companies (Morsing et al., 2008). 

Although interpersonal interactions between employees and consumers play a key role in 

changing consumer attitudes and behaviors (Gremler, Gwinner, & Brown, 2001), few studies 

have examined the impact of employees’ WOM on consumer evaluation of a company, 

especially in the context of CSR communication.  

 Thus, acknowledging employees as a critical source of information on organizational 

activities, this study aims to examine the influence of employees’ words about their 

organization’s CSR activities on consumers’ attitudes and behaviors toward the organization. 

Specifically, it investigates how the valence (positive vs. negative) and type of channel (face-to-

face vs. social media) of employees’ communication regarding a CSR campaign jointly affect 

external publics’ perceived authenticity of the organization, corporate attitudes, and purchasing 

intentions. 

Literature review 

CSR and Employee Communication Behaviors 

  Previous literature has focused on the role of CSR in enhancing employee engagement; it 

has extensively examined the link between CSR and employees’ behaviors within an 

organization, such as social behaviors, organizational citizenship behaviors, work behaviors-task 

performance, and extra-role helping behaviors (Abdullah & Ranshid, 2012; Rupp, Ganapathi, 

Aguilera, & Williams, 2006; Shen & Benson, 2016). Meanwhile, scholars have emphasized the 

reach and the persuasion power of employees as CSR communicators because they are often 

considered a credible source of information and typically have a wide reach among other 
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stakeholder groups through their individual social ties (Dawkins, 2004; Du, et al., 2010). That is, 

when a company acts responsibly, employees tend to recommend their company to others 

(Dawkins, 2004) and thereby informally play the role of bridge between their company and 

external stakeholders. For that reason, scholars have suggested that companies should find ways 

to engage employees and develop them into the companies’ CSR advocates (Dawkins, 2004).  

In this regard, the value of employees’ communicative behaviors (ECB) should not be 

underestimated (Kim & Rhee, 2011). Several terms such as employees’ WOM, voice, and 

megaphoning have described employees’ daily communicative behaviors across the literature; 

these terms are used interchangeably in this study. These behaviors are informal yet credible and 

employees’ positive WOM or advocacy can help the firm to cultivate consumers’ positive 

perceptions toward the firm’s CSR initiatives or attract new customers (Wentzel, Tomczak, & 

Henkel, 2014). Scholars have noted how employees can act as an organization’s ambassadors, 

communicating and promoting CSR efforts to external publics (Du et al., 2010). However, few 

studies have addressed the role of ECBs such as megaphoning in the organization’s CSR and the 

impact of ECBs on external publics such as consumers. In particular, studies on employees’ 

negative communication regarding their company’s CSR efforts have been even fewer and 

farther between. To advance a growing awareness of the importance of ECBs, this study pays 

special attention to the valence and communication channel of employee messages as critical 

factors affecting consumer responses to organizations’ CSR activities.  

Valence and Communication Channels of Employees Communicative Behaviors on CSR 

Positive versus negative words. Employees’ information-giving behaviors (i.e., WOM 

or megaphoning) regarding their company have been divided into two types based on their 

valence: positive and negative megaphoning (Kim & Rhee, 2011). Employees not only express 

positivity toward their organization or employers by recommending their company but also vent 

their negative feelings or discuss the mistakes or the problems of their management (Kim & 

Rhee, 2011; Lee & Kim, 2017). In the context of CSR, employees can describe their 

organization’s CSR activities either positively or negatively to others in their personal networks 

such as family members and friends. When employees believe that their company’s CSR 

initiative is useful, legitimate, and sincere, they may discuss it positively and promote it 

voluntarily, thereby engaging in positive megaphoning. On the other hand, when they believe the 

CSR is inauthentic or not useful to society or their organization, they may criticize the CSR 

practice and their management (i.e., negative megaphoning).  

Interpersonal (face to face) versus social media. In addition, information about 

organizations’ CSR can be disseminated by internal members through different communication 

channels; either face-to-face (FTF) or through social media. Consumers tend to obtain a great 

deal of knowledge about a company’s CSR through informal, personal interactions with 

employees acting as boundary-spanning agents (Edinger-Schons, Lengler-Graiff, Scheidler, & 

Wieseke, 2018). Recognizing that a positive CSR reputation can be transmitted from employees 

to consumers through interpersonal interactions, companies have taken advantage of this 

employee-driven CSR communication through word-of-mouth advertising (Birth, Illia, Lurati, & 

Zamparini, 2008). Employees increasingly express their personal opinions and ideas and 

disseminate information about their organizations through aid of social media (Miles & 

Mangold, 2014). For example, they use Facebook or Twitter to post personal opinions about 

their organizations positively (O’Connor, Schmidt & Drouin, 2016) or to criticize their 

company’s action occasionally sharing confidential or incorrect information (Johnston, 2015). 

CSR-related information can also be shared in the social media environment, but this information 
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may contain employees’ own subjective evaluations (Theofilou & Watson, 2014). In light of this 

social sharing trend, firms are now utilizing social media as an effective communication tool to 

distribute CSR messages and increase CSR awareness among external publics (Capriotti, 2011; 

Colleoni, 2013; Kesavan, Bernacchi, & Mascarenhas, 2013; Lee, Oh, & Kim, 2013). However, 

despite this growing practice of CSR communication in the industry, few academic studies have 

explored the role of employees as CSR-information influencers on social media. 

Corporate Attitudes and Purchase Intention as Dependent Outcomes 

To fill the research gap described above, this study examines how ECBs about their 

organization’s CSR influence consumers’ perceptions of the organization’s CSR activities and, 

consequently, their attitudinal evaluation of and behavioral intention toward the company. Thus, 

the focal outcomes of this study are consumers’ attitudes toward the company and intentions to 

purchase the company’s products or services. Previous research has provided empirical evidence 

of how a company’s CSR efforts influence consumers’ affective and behavioral responses 

toward the company. Factors such as the form taken by a CSR initiative (e.g., sponsorship, 

cause-related marketing) (Lii & Lee, 2012), types of corporate responsibilities (e.g., economic, 

legal, philanthropic) (Park, Lee, & Kim, 2014), CSR message features (Tao & Wilson, 2016), 

and company-cause fit or the timing of CSR activities (Becker-Olson, Cudmore, & Hill, 2006) 

are all important predictors of consumers’ company attitudes and purchase intentions.  

Adding to this body of literature, this study suggests that employees’ WOM about a 

company’s CSR activities may also affect how publics evaluate the company and its CSR, 

independent of organizations’ formal CSR communication and promotion efforts. Regarding 

employees as experts on an organization, prior studies have linked employees’ WOM about their 

organization with consumers’ trust and WOM intentions toward a company (e.g., Ivens & 

Schaarschmidt, 2015). However, these studies have not provided rich insights into whether and 

how the valence and the communication channel of employees’ WOM may jointly affect 

consumer responses, especially in the context of CSR. To address this limitation, this research 

proposes that negative (vs. positive) CSR messages from employees will lower consumer 

attitudes toward a company and weaken their purchasing intentions, considering that individuals 

are likely to weigh negative information more heavily than positive information in their decision 

making process (Kusumasondjaja, Shanka, & Marchegiani, 2012). On the other hand, positive 

information shared by employees will generate favorable attitudes and increase intent to 

purchase among consumers. Furthermore, this study suggests that these messages more strongly 

affect consumer responses when delivered via FTF communication as opposed to social media 

channels. Prior work has demonstrated that FTF communication has a more positive effect on 

individuals’ message interpretation than computer-mediated communication (CMC) (Kock, 

2004). This disparity exists because FTF is more natural, reduces ambiguity and uncertainty, 

requires less cognitive effort to process, and provokes greater physiological arousal. FTF 

communication also offers context, synchronicity, non-verbal signals, and the maximum quantity 

of cues, all of which increase the quality of interaction (Kock, 2004; Lewandowski, Rosenberg, 

Parks, & Siegel, 2011). By contrast, CMC (e.g., social media) conveys less social information 

and proceeds at a slower rate (Ramirez & Burgoon, 2004). One’s judgments about a firm’s 

behavior (i.e., CSR) are determined not only by the valence of the message (positive or negative) 

but also, concurrently, by the communication channels. In fact, the effects of information valence 

differ depending on channel richness (e.g., Ramirez & Burgoon, 2004), leading the current study 

to further explore a possible interaction effect between these two. Based on the above insights, 

this study posits:  
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H1: Employees’ negative messages about their organization’s CSR activities will result in (a) 

less positive company attitudes and (b) less purchase intention among consumers than 

employees’ positive CSR messages.  

H2: Employees’ messages about their organization’s CSR activities delivered via FTF 

communication will result in (a) more positive company attitudes and (b) greater purchase 

intention among consumers than employee messages delivered via social media.   

RQ1: Is there a two-way interaction effect between the valence and communication channels of 

employees’ CSR messages on (a) consumers’ company attitudes and (b) purchase intention?  

Organizational Authenticity as the Mediator  

Employees’ WOM is considered reliable and trustworthy information that guides 

consumer evaluations of a company (Morsing et al., 2008); such WOM on organizational CSR 

practice may have a significant impact on whether consumers view an organization and its CSR 

practice as authentic. This study proposes consumers’ perceptions of CSR authenticity as a 

mediator that explains the effects of message valence and channels of employee CSR 

communication on consumer attitudinal and behavioral responses. As a central construct in 

public relations research and practice, publics’ perceived authenticity of organizational behavior 

(e.g., CSR practice) is defined as an organization’s “truthful, transparent, and consistent” 

behavior (Shen & Kim, 2012, p. 375). That is, organizations should act in accord with their 

values, beliefs, and rhetoric, and acknowledge the consequences of their own behavior in a 

transparent fashion (Lee & Kim, 2017; Shen & Kim, 2012). In the context of CSR, authenticity 

has been associated with the notions of truthfulness, fact, honesty, genuineness, trustworthiness, 

and actuality (Alhouti, Johnson, & Holloway, 2016; Beckman, Colwell, & Cunningham, 2009). 

An organization’s CSR is perceived as authentic when its CSR actions become “a genuine and 

true expression of the company’s beliefs and behavior toward society that extend beyond legal 

requirements” (Alhouti et al., 2016, p. 1243). In other words, publics are likely to evaluate a 

company’s CSR activities as authentic when these activities are consistent with the observed 

identity of the company and the CSR rhetoric of the company (Skilton & Purdy, 2017).  

The way employees describe their company’s CSR activities may be an even more 

important cue than a company’s formal communication efforts in consumer evaluations of a CSR 

activity’s authenticity. Employees appear to be honest and transparent entities: “real people” 

with whom ordinary consumers can identify (Fleck, Michel, & Zeitoun, 2014). Their personal 

opinions toward CSR are thus perceived as more credible than organizations’ messages. Positive 

or negative aspects of CSR activities shared by ECBs indicate whether CSR is justified by 

organizational members or practiced ethically and justly; this communication either strengthens 

or weakens consumers’ beliefs that an organization is practicing its CSR truthfully, genuinely, 

and transparently. In terms of communication channels, both FTF and social media interactions 

foster authentic understanding (Gremler et al., 2001; Men & Hung-Baesecke, 2015) as they 

allow organizations to communicate in a personal, genuine, and intimate manner.  

CSR authenticity has also been a key determinant of consumers’ evaluations of a company. A 

high level of perceived CSR authenticity can result in consumer loyalty (Chun & Bang, 2016), 

favorable attitudes toward the company (Du, Bhattacharya, & Sen, 2007), and repeated purchase 

(Alhouti, et al., 2016). Synthesizing the aforementioned insights, this study suggests: 

H3: Perceived organizational authenticity will mediate the effects of message valence and 

communication channels of employees’ CSR messages on (a) consumers’ company attitude and 

(b) purchase intention.  
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Method 

Experimental Design and Participants  

A 2 (message valence: positive vs. negative) × 2 (communication channel: face to face 

vs. social media) between-subject experiment was conducted online with general consumers in 

the United States. All participants (N = 221) were recruited through Qualtrics panel, using 

stratified random sampling to obtain a representative sample with comparable ages, gender, and 

education levels. The average age of the participants was 32.4 (SD = 9.89); 53% of them were 

female (n = 116) and 42% were male (n = 105). A majority of participants had at least bachelor’s 

degree or higher (65.2%, n = 144) and approximately 77% of them were white (n = 170). Note 

that only those who used social media sites were eligible to participate. Most participants 

(84.2%, n = 186) used Facebook, followed by Youtube (57.5%, n = 127), Instagram (45.2%, n = 

100), Twitter (39.8%, n = 88), Pinterests (20.4%; n = 45), and Snapchat (16.7%, n = 37). About 

64.3% of the participants (n = 142) answered that they spent at least an hour per day on social 

media sites, and 26.3% (n = 58) said they posted at least one post per day on their own social 

media accounts. 

Stimuli Development and Experimental Procedure 

The experiment used a hypothetical CSR campaign conducted by a fictitious company, 

ABC Foods, presented as one of the world’s largest food and beverage companies and 

headquartered in the U.S. The CSR campaign focused on the social issue of diversity and 

inclusion, especially in relation to Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender (LGBT) rights. This 

social issue was chosen because an increasing number of companies have expressed support for 

LGBT communities with rainbow-bedecked messages on social media (Ferguson, 2018). Their 

involvement in the LGBT issue has critically affected publics’ evaluations of and behavioral 

intentions toward them (Miller & Parker, 2016; Schneider & Auten, 2018).  

To manipulate the valence and channel of employee communication about CSR, four 

scenarios of similar length were developed. In the positive message condition, employees at 

ABC Foods expressed support for the campaign and described how much their organization’s 

action was genuine with the details of the employee’s personal experiences. In the negative 

megaphoning condition, an employee expressed skepticism regarding the campaign and 

criticized the company for trying to attract media attention and promote corporate image through 

the campaign. In terms of message channel, the content of the employees’ messages on CSR was 

the same, but the source was presented as either face-to-face or social media (i.e., Facebook)3.  

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four experimental conditions. At the 

start of the experiment, all the participants read a short description of the fictitious company, 

ABC Foods, and the company’s CSR campaign supporting LGBT rights. Next, they received a 

positive or negative employee message about the CSR campaign. Half of participants were 

situated in a conversation with a friend, who has worked at ABC Foods for five years, and the 

other half of the participants were guided to read the same employee’s message on Facebook. 

Each participant subsequently reported his or her attitude toward the company, product purchase 

intention, and perceived authenticity of the organization’s behavior, in addition to answering 

manipulation check questions and providing demographic information. 

 
3 This study selected Facebook as the social media channel of interest because it is not only an effective tool for 

CSR communication (Kesavan et al., 2013) but also a social media website where employees are willing to post 

both personal and organizational content (Archer-Brown, Marder, Calvard, & Kowalski, 2018). That is, employees 

are more likely to share their personal stories or opinions about their organization and its CSR activities on 

Facebook than on any other social media platform. 
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Dependent and Mediating Measures 

All the dependent and mediating variable measures in this study were adopted from 

previous work and were on 5-point Likert scales anchored by 1 = strongly disagree and 5 = 

strongly agree. First, corporate attitude (α = .947) was measured using three items adapted from 

Becker-Olsen, et al. (2006). For example, “My overall impression about this company is 

favorable.” Meanwhile, purchase intention (α = .961) was measured with three items from Moon 

and Rhee’s (2012) study, such as “I would be able to pleasantly use this company’s products.” 

Publics’ perceived authenticity of organizational behavior (α = .956) was measured with three 

items from Shen and Kim’s (2012) research, such as “This organization tells the truth,” “I 

believe that this organization’s actions are genuine.”  

Results 

Manipulation Checks 

The study included two manipulation check questions. For valence, participants were 

asked to report on how they felt about the employee’s message about the company’s CSR 

campaign, from 1 = extremely negative to 5 = extremely positive. Results showed that there was 

a significant difference between the positive message condition (M = 4.57, SD = 0.77) and the 

negative message condition (M = 1.57, SD = .88), t(219) = 26.78, p < .001. For channels, the 

participants were asked to answer a True/False question: The employee’s CSR message was 

“delivered to you by the company’s employee through face-to-face (or social media).” All 

participants answered the question correctly, except for two.  

Hypotheses and Research Questions Testing 

Regarding participants’ company attitudes, results of an analysis of variance (ANOVA) 

test showed a significant main effect of message valence, F(1,217) = 59.59, p < .001, ηp
2= .22. 

Participants reported more favorable attitudes when they were exposed to the employee’s 

positive message (M = 3.82, SD = 1.01) than negative message (M = 2.80, SD = .95), t(217) = 

7.71, p < .001. The main effect of communication channels, however, was not significant 

F(1,217) = 2.65, p = .105, ηp
2= .02. Participants provided similar attitudes when they received 

the CSR message via face-to-face (M = 3.24, SD = 1.24) and via Facebook (M = 3.43, SD = .99).  

Therefore, H1a was supported, but H2a was not supported.   

Furthermore, to answer R1a, the ANOVA results demonstrated a significant interaction 

effect between message valance and channel on participants’ company attitudes, F(217) = 11.83, 

p < .001, ηp
2 = .05). As shown in Figure 1, Participants had more negative attitudes toward the 

organization when they received negative messages from the employees via face-to-face 

interaction (M = 2.46, SD = 0.97) than social media (M = 3.13, SD = 0.82), t(217) = 3.51, p < 

.001. However, no significant difference was found in participants’ attitudes when it comes to 

positive CSR messages from employees across the two channels. Participants gave equally 

positive attitudes when exposed to positive CSR messages from the employee via face-to-face 

(M = 3.94, SD = 1.04) compared with Facebook (M = 3.70, SD = 1.06), t(217) = 1.30, p = .192.  

In terms of purchase intentions, another ANOVA results showed that the main effect of 

message valence was significant, F(1,217) = 19.71, p < .001, ηp
2= .08. Participants’ purchase 

intentions were greater when receiving the positive CSR message from the employee (M = 3.74, 

SD = 1.23) than the negative CSR message (M = 3.09, SD = 1.02), t(217) = 4.44, p <.001. 

However, the main effect of communication channel was not significant, F(1,217) = 2.79, p = 

.09, ηp
2= .01. That is, participants indicated equally moderate purchase intentions when receiving 

the message via face-to-face (M = 3.32, SD = 1.24) compared with via social media (M = 3.54, 

SD = 1.11). Therefore, H1b was supported, whereas H2b was not supported.  
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Regarding RQ1b, a significant interaction effect was found for purchase intentions, F(1, 

217) = 15.01, p <.001, ηp
2 =.07. As shown in Figure 2, Negative employee messages shared via 

face to face (M = 2.68, SD = 0.98) generated weaker purchase intentions than those shared via 

social media (M = 3.50, SD = 0.89), t(217) = 3.85, p < .001. However, no significant difference 

was found in the conditions of positive CSR messages. Participants reported similar levels of 

purchase intentions when they received the positive CSR messages from the employee via face-

to-face (M = 3.91, SD = 1.16) and via Facebook (M = 3.58, SD = 1.28) t(217) = 1.59, p = .113.   

With respect to H3, the mediation effect of the perceived authenticity of an organization’s 

CSR practice was tested using Model 8 of SPSS PROCESS Macro (Hayes & Preacher, 2013). 

The results showed that the interaction between message valence and communication channel (b 

= 1.03, p < .001) affected the mediator, perceived authenticity, which then influenced company 

attitudes (b = .96, p < .001) as well as purchase intentions (b = .86, p < .001). Thus, the 

hypothesized mediation effect was significant for both company attitudes (BootCI [-1.932, -

1.289]) and purchase intentions (BootCI [-1.800, -1.098]). Both H3a and H3b were supported.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Linking CSR practices, employees’ communication behaviors, and consumers’ affective 

and behavioral responses, this study has significant implications for the theory and practice of 

public relations and organizational communication. First, by filling the research gap on CSR and 

ECBs in the context of public relations, this study contributes to the growing body of knowledge 

on CSR communication from an internal perspective. Previous research addressing CSR effects 

on employee outcomes have largely focused on employee commitment, job performance, and 

engagement at the workplace (Abdullah et al., 2012; Rupp et al., 2006; Shen & Benson, 2016). 

This study expanded on prior efforts, paying special attention to employees’ daily 

communicative behaviors, such as WOM, and exploring their consequences beyond the 

boundaries of an organization. As shown in the results, employees’ favorable messages about 

CSR activities positively influenced external publics’ attitudes toward a company and purchase 

intentions; correspondingly, unfavorable messages negatively influenced these attitudes and 

intentions. This finding confirms the notion that an individual employee’s words affect how 

external publics (e.g., consumers) view and evaluate an organization, perhaps as powerfully and 

significantly as organizations’ own CSR communicative efforts (if not more so). These results 

further demonstrate the fact that information source carries weight when it comes to CSR 

information. In contrast with previous finding showing that the valence of consumers’ WOM did 

Figure 1. Two-way interaction effect on 

company attitude 

Figure 2. Two-way interaction effect on 

purchase   intention 
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not significantly change other consumers’ attitudes (Eberle, et al., 2013), the present study 

demonstrates that an individual within an organization can be an influential actor altering 

consumers’ attitudes and behaviors, either positively or negatively. By illuminating the 

association between employees’ words and CSR outcomes, this study provides evidence that 

organizations’ CSR activities can be either promoted or undermined among external publics 

through individual employees’ active WOM. Employees’ words are a powerful communication 

tool for an organization, and their role as CSR advocates is strong enough to alter public attitudes 

and behaviors toward an organization. 

One unexpected yet interesting finding of this study is that when participants were 

exposed to negative messages on Facebook, their perceived authenticity, attitudes, and purchase 

intentions were not likely to decrease compared with those who received negative messages in 

one-on-one interactions. Employees’ negative presence on social media is not as common as 

their positive presence, perhaps accounting for this result. Employees are motivated to enhance 

their positive self-concept and protect it from negative information when using personal social 

media accounts such as Facebook (van Zoonen, Bartels, Prooijen, & Schoutten, 2018); therefore, 

they may not willingly share negative aspects of an organization unless they are highly motivated 

to do so. Another possible explanation is that people may believe that employees’ negative 

megaphoning regarding their company or CSR actions is unethical or unprofessional. Implicit 

behavioral norms may exist in the social media environment, whereby companies’ employees are 

expected to demonstrate their professionalism, work ethics, and common courtesy to their 

employers (Bettencourt & Brown, 1997). In either case, participants may have exhibited greater 

source derogation, viewing the author (i.e., employee) as less credible and disliking the message 

(Zuwerink & Cameron, 2001) when it was negative, which, in turn, did not significantly affect 

the outcomes.  

On the other hand, employees’ positive CSR messages had almost identical impacts on 

consumer responses regardless of the channel through which the message was delivered. This 

result suggests that consumers view employees’ advocacy or supportive words on social media 

as equally reliable and likable as those obtained from FTF interactions. This finding provides 

empirical support that employees’ positive opinions or ideas on social media could be as 

effective as one-on-one conversation in affecting publics’ reactions toward organizations’ CSR 

activities. This result contrasts with the previous literature suggesting that FTF has a greater 

effect on message processing (Kock, 2004). As far as employee advocacy is concerned, however, 

their posts on social media may generate a strong feeling of awareness, closeness, and intimacy, 

equivalent to FTF interactions (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2011). As employees are not generally 

thought to be “endorsers” of their organization (Fleck, et al., 2014), their CSR-supportive 

behaviors may be perceived as credible, trustworthy, and convincing, regardless of the channel 

by which it is shared. Overall, this study demonstrates the role of individual employees as CSR 

information influencers or agents by identifying the collective impact of channel and message 

valence on how external publics evaluate an organization. 

Furthermore, this study revealed the mediating role of organizational authenticity. When 

participants who were exposed to employees’ words regarding CSR believed that a company’s 

behaviors—CSR activities—were authentic, they were more likely to form a favorable attitude 

toward a company and intended to purchase products or services from the company. In 

particular, the valence and communication channel of employee messages jointly affected 

participants’ perceived authenticity of CSR activities, which in turn influenced their attitudes and 

purchase intentions. Extending previous research on the antecedents of CSR authenticity (e.g., 
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Alhouti, et al., 2016), the current study advances the collective understanding of what contributes 

to consumers’ belief that CSR is genuine or not. That is, employees’ informal and personal 

evaluations of CSR help consumers to infer whether the organization practices CSR in an 

authentic way. This finding also advances the construct of ECBs (e.g., megaphoning) by 

exploring its consequences in the context of CSR and suggesting that employees’ positive 

megaphoning may be a key determinant of perceived CSR authenticity. Consumers are likely to 

perceive organizations’ underlying motivations or intentions as genuine, transparent, and 

trustworthy when individual employees support such CSR efforts in their informal networks. 

This study provides significant practical implications for public relations and internal 

communication practitioners. Given the important role of employees as CSR information 

influencers, the present study suggests that an organization should foster employees’ buy-in of its 

CSR efforts. Only when employees’ support is secured, they can act as advocates for the 

company, actively promoting the company’s CSR achievements and consequently enhancing 

external publics’ evaluations of the company. For this very reason, it is crucial to strategically 

practice internal communication about CSR such that employees can be fully informed and 

identify themselves with organizational CSR initiatives. Even if organizations are altruistically 

motived to conduct CSR activities, employees need to clearly understand the purpose of CSR 

and be reassured on its authenticity. Organizations will then have higher chances of being 

successful in CSR activities, with positive information spread through internal efforts. If 

employees are not sufficiently persuaded by or identified with CSR activities, they may criticize 

their company’s actions. In particular, given that employees may use social media to address 

their workplace concerns when their voice is not being heard internally (Miles & Mangolds, 

2014), negative information about an organization may be leaked in social media when CSR is 

poorly communicated with internal members. Employees’ words, therefore, play the role of 

catalyst: they either promote or discourage an organization’s CSR practices. Organizations and 

their leaders should recognize the importance and reach of organization-related information 

created and disseminated by an individual employee’s personal social media account. They must 

encourage employees’ advocative actions, which have the power to reinforce the desired and 

intended CSR communication objectives. Relating to that, organizations can establish a system 

or a policy regarding employees’ personal social media use, perhaps giving incentives or benefits 

to encourage transparent “inside-out” CSR communication of organizations’ authentic CSR.  

This study has several limitations that should be addressed by future research. First, given 

that an organization’s CSR activities vary (e.g., employee diversity, environmental protection, 

etc.) (Abdullah, et al., 2012), the impact of employees’ words about these different CSR 

practices may differ. In addition, factors such as the organizations’ own CSR communication, 

consumer-brand relationships, or company reputation may interact with employees’ messages 

and impact consumer responses. Future research could expand on this study’s results by 

incorporating these factors into its examination. Furthermore, it is likely that consumers may 

face both positive and negative CSR messages from several employees in FTF or social media 

communication. Future studies could account for an individual employee’s expertise, knowledge 

level, and credibility and explore the distinct impacts of employee WOM in diverse contexts. In 

the social media environment, in particular, the format, tone and quality of argument of 

employees’ messages could also affect consumer evaluations of the company’s CSR, as could an 

employees’ number of followers or friends on their social media profiles.  
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Abstract 

Applying Situational Crisis Communication Theory, we analyzed 235 actual crisis cases 

happening over the last decade (from January 2009 to March 2018) to identify types of crisis and 

response strategies utilized in and compared between two different countries (i.e., the USA, n = 

114, and China, n = 121). We found that Rebuilding Strategy was the most often used strategy, 

regardless of crisis type, in both countries. We found several differences between these two 

countries in terms of response strategies and specifics in organizations’ responses to crises. 

Theoretical and practical implications are further discussed in this study.  
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A crisis can strike at anytime, anywhere, and to any organization. Therefore, 

organizations must be prepared for crises and have appropriate response strategies ready. There 

is no doubt that prevention is the best policy and much research has been conducted to identify 

effective countermeasures against crisis before it happens (e.g., An & Cheng, 2010; Avery, 

Lariscy, Kim, & Hocke, 2010; Ha, 2016). However, no matter how well prepared, there is 

always a certain level of risk that cannot be completely avoided. Thus, effective crisis 

management is critical for an organization’s long-term success and sustainability.  

The core of effective crisis management is effective communication. When a crisis 

happens, people look to the organization for their information needs and depending on how the 

public perceives the organization’s competence in crisis communication, the crisis can be 

contained rather quickly or turn into a bigger disaster. Therefore, it is important for organizations 

to know how to respond to a crisis and the best response strategies. Although a crisis is a 

negative incident, if handled well, situation can become an opportunity for the organization to 

come out stronger with their reputation intact, having rebuilt a favorable relationship with its 

constituencies. If mishandled, an organization’s reputation can be tarnished overnight, making it 

difficult to rebuild for a long time thereafter. Thus, finding effective crisis response strategies to 

minimize potential damage and restore public trust/support is an essential function of crisis 

communication management (Coombs & Holladay, 2001; Huang, 2008).  

One relevant theory is Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT). SCCT 

advocates that each type of crisis calls for different response strategies based on attribution of 

responsibility (Coombs & Holladay, 2001). The greater the responsibility of the crisis is, the 

more accommodative a response strategy should be. SCCT recommends the use of 

accommodative response strategy when facing preventable crises where attribution of 

responsibility is high while defensive strategies are recommended when facing victim crises 

where attribution of responsibility is low. Although SCCT has been well cited in the American 

crisis management literature over the last decade, little empirical research was conducted to 

reflect a comprehensive picture of how organizations respond to a crisis.  

The main question we posed here is whether organizations actually adopt response 

strategies based on crisis type, as advocated by SCCT, and what strategies are commonly used in 

practice.  Although very limited, a study found that Bolstering strategy was the most commonly 

used crisis response strategy in scholarly journal articles published over a decade (Kim, Avery, 

& Lariscy, 2009).  This finding was somewhat inconsistent with the finding from another 

content analysis study, reporting Denial response strategy as the most frequently used crisis 

response strategy (Arendt, Lafleche, & Limperopulos, 2017). The major problem of these 

content analysis studies was their heavy reliance on previously published academic papers, 

limiting its generalizability. This calls for more comprehensive investigations on what types of 

crisis response strategies are utilized by organizations in actual crisis situations.  

Although SCCT has been cited in previous crisis literature in other countries, the theory 

itself has been criticized as Western centric, not considering various circumstances that dictate 

uses of different crisis response strategies and their presumed effectiveness. Its applicability in 

different contexts/environments has been challenged, certainly in cross-cultural contexts (Huang, 

Wu, & Cheng, 2016; Yu & Wen, 2003). For instance, Chinese scholars argued that SCCT was 

limitedly applied in China (Huang, Wu, & Cheng, 2016), advocating different cultural contexts 

as critical factors in effective crisis communication management (Yu & Wen, 2003). Although 

very limited, much of crisis communication literature in China heavily relies on case studies, 
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making it difficult to understand how Chinses organizations handle a crisis and whether any 

specific differences are present in China, compared to the U.S.  

In theory, SCCT provides much needed practical guidance on what types of response 

strategies crisis managers should consider in response to different crisis circumstances. However, 

there seems to be a gap between what is theoretically advocated and what is actually 

implemented. This gap is widened by the fact that different practices may exist in different 

countries. Hence, we conducted a comprehensive cross-cultural content analysis of crisis type 

and response strategies utilized by organizations in two countries (i.e., the USA and China) over 

the past decade (2009 to 2018). We compared and contrasted two different countries’ actual 

crisis cases published in either reputable newspapers or trade journals in America and China to 

bring a global perspective to the current crisis communication management literature.  

Situational Crisis Communication Theory   

SCCT is originally rooted in another theoretical approach called Image Repair Theory 

(IRT; Benoit, 1997). IRT originally identified five basic reputation repair strategies (i.e., denial, 

evading of responsibility, reducing offensiveness of event, corrective action, and mortification). 

Based on Weiner’s (1980) attribution theory, SCCT expanded to ten strategies, based on four 

basic postures (i.e., denial, diminish, rebuilding and bolstering) and crisis type (Coombs, 2012). 

The major contribution is in providing much-needed practical guidelines for crisis preparation 

and management and is widely cited in the crisis literature in America.  

SCCT classifies crisis type according to publics’ perceived attribution of responsibility; 

locus (i.e., cause of the crisis is external or internal), stability (i.e., whether the crisis is a 

permanent issue) and control (i.e., if the organization is capable of controlling the crisis).  Three 

identified crisis types are: accidental crisis caused by technical errors, preventable crisis caused 

by human errors or corporate misdeeds, and victim crisis caused by external factors such as 

rumors or natural disaster (Coombs, 2012).  A basic tenet is that people attribute the greatest 

responsibility to a preventable crisis and the least to a victim crisis. Hence, different crisis 

response strategies are called for, depending on the degrees of attribution of responsibility. 

According to the theory, there are two types of crisis response strategies: base response 

strategies (instructing and adjusting information) and reputation management strategies 

(Coombs, 2012). Coombs (2012) advocates that providing updated information about a crisis 

itself (i.e. adjusting information) or instructing the public to protect themselves from further 

harm (i.e. instructing information) can help the affected company overcome the crisis, regardless 

of crisis type. Therefore, base response strategy is recommended, regardless of crisis type.  

On the other hand, reputation management strategies are designed to protect or repair the 

organizations’ reputation. Coombs (2012) identified four basic postures: a) Denial strategy (e.g., 

attacking the accuser, denial, and scapegoating) utilized to emphasize no connection between the 

organization and the crisis, b) Diminishment strategy (e.g., excusing and justification), trying to 

reduce the negative impacts or responsibility, c) Rebuilding strategy (e.g., compensation and 

apology), correcting the crisis, and d) Bolstering strategy (e.g., reminding, ingratiation, and 

victimage), reminding of past good deeds or positive relationship (Coombs, 2012). All three 

strategies except Bolstering strategy are considered as reputation management strategies that can 

be used with base response.  However, the bolstering strategy is recommended as a 

supplementary strategy and the use of this strategy should be considered carefully (Coombs, 

2012). The main question is; what base and reputation management strategies do organizations 

use in a crisis?   

Use of crisis response strategies in the USA  
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There are only two previous content analysis studies of crisis response strategies 

published in the American literature; Kim et al. (2009) and Areddt et al. (2017).  Based on 51 

previously published academic journal articles between 1991 to 2009, Kim et al. (2009) reported 

bolstering strategy the most commonly utilized strategy with 59% of American organizations, 

followed by corrective action and mortification strategy (45.1% each), attack-the-accuser 

strategy (36.7%), and shifting-the-blame strategy (34.7%). More than 90% of cases used a 

combination of different strategies and bolstering strategy was also the most commonly used in 

combination with other crisis response strategies (Kim et al., 2009).  

However, these findings are somewhat different from Arendt et al. (2017)’s findings. 

Arendt (2017) analyzed 110 academic papers published from 1986 to 2016, including those 51 

cases covered by the Kim et al. (2009)’s study. They found the denial strategy was the most 

commonly used, followed by reducing the offensiveness, corrective action, and shifting the 

blame. They also found that corrective action was commonly employed with reducing 

offensiveness and was used in combination with bolstering strategy. 

Although the findings from both studies are still helpful, several discrepancies are noted: 

First, Kim et al. (2009) found bolstering strategy to be the most frequently used strategy, but 

Arendt et al. (2017) found denial strategy the most common strategy in their samples. 

Considering the fact that both studies used the same academic journal articles in their samples 

that cover the same period (i.e., 1991 to 2009), these different findings are somewhat surprising. 

Second, the use of previously published academic journal articles limits the accurate assessment 

of crisis management practice and raises a question about the external validity of their findings. 

Third, neither study tested a relationship between crisis type and response strategies utilized.  

Considering the fact that this relationship is the core argument posited by SCCT, further research 

is called for in testing whether different response strategies are used based on crisis type. Thus 

following research questions were proposed. 

RQ1a. What types of crises occurred for the last decade (i.e., from 2009 to 2018) in the USA? 

RQ2a. What is the most commonly used crisis response strategy in the USA? 

RQ3a. Do organizations use different response strategies based on crisis type in America? 

Use of crisis response strategies in China  

Theoretical research in the past Chinese crisis communication literature is very limited 

(Meng & Qian, 2008). A majority of studies were based on case studies (Xu, 2015). Huang, Wu 

and Cheng (2016) qualitatively analyzed 93 Chinese academic journal articles in crisis 

communication published between 1999 and 2014, concluding a limited application of SCCT in 

Chinese crisis communication contexts. Yu and Wen (2003) argued that Chinese crisis 

communication needs to be examined within the framework of Chinese culture, which plays a 

primary role in influencing the decision-making of organizations and publics in China.  

The main argument is that culture not only moderates the relationship between the 

organization’s responsibility for crisis and their response strategies, but also influences how 

publics perceive the crisis and the organization (Zhu, Anagondahalli, & Zhang, 2017). Crisis 

response strategies in China are shaped by cultural characteristics which is highly contextual 

environment and encourages harmony (Fang & Faure, 2011; Tingtoomy, 2005).  Chinese crisis 

communication tend to avoid direct confrontation, such as the diversion strategy, which means 

that an organization would set the crisis aside, distract publics’ attention, or temporarily reduce 

publics’ anger (Huang et al., 2016; Lyu, 2012; Tingtoomy, 2005).  One strong cultural element 

is Confucianism.  Fang and Faure (2011) argued that due to its tendency to promote indirect 

and harmonious communication, Chinese organizations often adopt the “golden mean” strategy, 
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avoiding extreme strategies like attacking accusers or public apology to appeal to the majority.  

Some argued that organizations in China tend to have a dominant and asymmetrical 

communication model, thus rebuilding strategy such as apology, correction actions (Cheng, 

Huang & Chan, 2016), and base strategy like instructing and adjusting information are seldom 

used (Cheng, 2018). On the other hand, strategies like media manipulation and covering up are 

widely used, particularly in Mainland China (Cheng, 2018). For instance, organizations may 

prohibit the traditional media from reporting on the crisis while being deceptive about it or 

giving no response (e.g. silence) while a crisis is unfolding (Huang et al., 2016).  

However, with the advent of social media, the traditional power of Chinese organizations 

to control media is fading.  Social media has become an increasingly important platform for 

crisis communication management in China (Kim, Zhang, & Zhang, 2016).  First, organizations 

use it as a distribution channel where they can publish immediate and up-to-date crisis 

information (Aula, 2010). Second, the interactive nature of social media makes it possible for 

organizations to develop two-way communication and know publics’ reactions to the crisis 

(Sung & Lee, 2015). However, Chinese organizations seem to lack the awareness of systematic 

crisis response strategies (Liu, 2014) and strategic use. Little empirical research was conducted 

to understand how Chinese organizations use crisis response strategies. Therefore, we 

investigated types of crises, occurring over the last decade (RQ1b) and the most commonly used 

crisis response strategies (RQ2b) while testing whether different response strategies used based 

on crisis type in China (RQ3b).   

Few previous Chinese scholars used SCCT to examine different crisis response 

strategies by crisis type in China (Xu, 2015). Therefore, we investigated what crisis response 

strategies organizations use and how they differ in the adoption of response strategies in different 

crisis type. We also investigated specifics of crisis communication management such as the use 

of social media for crisis communication and tested the applicability of SCCT in the global 

context.  

RQ4. Are there any differences between these two countries in use of crisis response strategies? 

RQ5. What are the specific characteristics of crisis response (i.e., who, when, to whom, with 

what communication method, overall appeal style, and any changes) in each country? 

RQ6. Are there any differences between these two countries in terms of the characteristics of 

crisis response? 

Method: 

Sampling. A comparative content analysis was conducted based on 235 crisis cases to 

compare and contrast crisis response strategies of organizations (i.e., private, 99.1%, n = 233, 

and non-profit organizations, .9%, n = 2) in two different countries (i.e. USA: n = 114; CHN: n = 

121) for the last decade from 2009 to 2018. To identify crisis cases, we keyword-searched major 

crises that were published in major newspapers and trade journals. For identifying Chinese crisis 

cases, we searched on Google using keywords “Public Relations crisis”, “PR crisis”, and “PR 

crisis report” along with entering each year from 2009 to 2018 as a search term. Then, we 

searched on Baidu (the largest search engine in China) to include the cases that were not 

captured by Google.4 We also searched each crisis case in different online platforms to 

 
4 The selected crisis cases were published on associations in the fields of public relations (e.g., 

Digitaling, EMKT, Meihua.info, brandcn.com) and highly reputable and influential online news 

media platforms (i.e., People’s Daily, Xinhua Net Sina Finance, and Souhu News). After 

collecting crisis cases through search engines, we went through all crisis reports published on 
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guarantee that the information we collected was accurate, complete, and consistent between 

different sources. After then, we further searched the organizations’ initial responses, the change 

of response, and the person/body who addressed the response message. A total of 121 Chinese 

cases were identified.5 

Similarly, for the USA, we first keyword-searched on Google and LexisNexis, one of the 

largest databases. However, few results were found.  Consequently, we further selected crisis 

cases that were published through trade journals or associations that release an annual crisis 

report in the fields of public relations, business, or marketing (i.e., Holmesreport, inc.com, PR 

Week, AD Week, PRSA, Forbes, and Business Insider). The same keyword-search terms were 

used. A total of 114 American crisis cases were identified, yielding a total of 235 crisis cases.  

Procedure. After identifying previously published crises, we further searched the 

organizations’ initial responses and identified the original news article(s) that each crisis was 

published in, on the first day of the crisis through Google news archives. Simultaneously, official 

statements such as press releases or official announcements were retrieved from the 

organizations' websites, when more information was needed. Along with the initial crisis 

response, we also collected the articles on the changes in the responses of the organizations to 

find out if there has been any change of response strategy since the first response was released.  

Measurement & Inter-coder Reliability. We adopted the measures from Arendet, et al. 

(2017), Benoit and pang (2008), Coombs (2012), and Park & Ha (2014), followed by Coombs 

(2012)’ classification of the crisis types (i.e. victim, accidental, and preventable crisis). To check 

inter-coder reliability scores, approximately 17 % (n = 39) of randomly selected cases were 

coded independently by another trained coder. Inter-coder reliability was calculated using 

Cohen’s Kappa (USA; n = 15; CHN, n =24).  Final inter-coder reliability scores ranged from 

.65 (i.e., change of the initial response), crisis type, .75, representative body, .81, overall 

response strategy, .85, overall appeal type, .88, adjusting information, .95, to 1.00 (i.e., attacking 

the accuser) and are considered acceptable (Popping, 1988).6  We reported descriptive statistics 

and Chi-squared test results.  If any cell contains less than 5 cases, the fisher's exact test was 

utilized. 

Findings 

Crisis types. RQ1a and RQ1b asked about the type of crisis published for the last 

decade, in each country. Overall, 61.3% of crises (n = 144) were preventable crises (USA: 

70.2%, n = 80; CHN: 52.9%, n = 64), followed by accidental crises (26.4%, n = 62; USA: 

22.8%, n = 26; CHN: 29.8%, n = 36) and victim crises (12.3%, n = 29; USA: 7.0%, n = 8; CHN: 

17.4%, n = 21) with statistically significant differences between these two countries, X2 (2, 235) 

= 9.02, p < .05. In the USA, more preventable crisis cases (70%) and less victim crises (7%) 

 

two PR websites, Meihua.info and EMKT, within the given time period. These two websites 

were selected because they are the most content-rich websites in the public relations area in 

China. 
5 For this study, we only included crisis cases related to organizations (both for-profit and non-

profit organizations), so government and celebrity related issues were excluded. For 

multinational organizations, only when the crises happened in China and were responded to by a 

Chinese branch were included. 
6 One set of variables (i.e., excusing and justification) was difficult to reach agreement on due to 

their definitions being too closely conceptualized. After three failed attempts, we combined the 

two into one variable. 
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were reported than in China. On the other hand, more victim crises (17%) were reported in China 

than in the USA (7%). 

 More specifically, as a whole, 29.8% of crisis types (n = 70) were human-error accidental 

crises (USA: 53.5%, n = 61; CHN: 7.4%, n = 9), followed by organization misdeeds (17.4%, n = 

41; USA: 14.9%, n =17; CHN: 19.8%, n = 24), challenge (11.1%, n = 26; USA: 1.8%, n = 2; 

CHN: 19.8%, n = 24), human-error product harm (10.2%, n = 24; USA: 1.8%, n = 2; CHN: 

18.2%, n = 22), technical-error accident (9.4%, n = 22; USA: 12.3%, n = 14; CHN: 6.6%, n = 8), 

rumor (8.5%, n = 20; USA: 3.5%, n = 4; CHN: 13.2%, n = 16), technical-error product harm 

(6.8%, n = 16; USA: 8.8%, n = 10; CHN: 5.0%, n = 6), malevolence (4.7%, n = 11; USA: 3.5%, 

n = 4; CHN: 5.8%, n = 7), workplace violence (1.7%, n = 4; USA: 0%, n = 0; CHN: 3.3%, n = 4) 

with statistically significant differences between these two countries, X2 (9, 235) = 90.63, p < 

.01.  There were far more USA human-error accidental crises (54%) than the Chinese cases 

(7%) while more Chinese human-error product harm cases (18%) were reported than the USA 

cases (2%).  

Crisis response strategy. RQ2a and RQ2b investigated the most commonly used crisis 

response strategy in each country. Overall, 95.3% of crisis response strategies (n = 224) were 

reputation management strategies (USA: 93.0%, n = 106; CHN: 97.5%, n = 118), followed by 

adjusting information (66.4%, n = 156; USA: 66.7%, n = 76; CHN: 66.1%, n = 80) and 

instructing information (17.0%, n = 40; USA: 16.7%, n = 19; CHN: 17.4%, n = 21) with no 

statistically significant difference between these two countries in terms of the use of reputation 

management, X2 (1, 235) = 2.71, p = .10, instructing information, X2 (1, 235) = .02, p = .89 as 

well as the use of adjusting information, X2 (1, 235) = .01, p = .93.  

We further investigated reputation management strategy. Overall, 56.7% of reputation 

management strategies (n = 127) were corrective action (USA: 58.5%, n = 62; CHN: 55.1%, n = 

65), followed by excusing/justification (35.3%, n = 79; USA: 35.8%, n = 38; CHN: 34.7%, n = 

41), apology (29.5%, n = 66; USA: 34.9%, n = 37; CHN: 24.6%, n = 29), denial (21.0%, n = 47; 

USA: 11.3%, n = 12, CHN: 29.7%, n = 35), modification (20.5%, n = 46; USA: 23.6%, n = 25, 

CHN: 17.8%, n = 21), reminding (13.4%, n = 30; USA: 16.0%, n = 17, CHN: 11.0%, n = 13), 

scapegoating (12.1%, n = 27; USA: 5.7%, n = 6, CHN: 17.8%, n = 21), attacking the accuser 

(11.6%, n = 26; USA: 5.7%, n = 6, CHN: 16.9%, n = 20), compensation (6.3%, n = 14; USA: 

2.8%, n = 3, CHN: 9.3%, n = 11), victimage (5.8%, n = 13; USA: 4.7%, n = 5, CHN: 6.8%, n = 

8), and ingratiation (2.7%, n = 6; USA: 3.8%, n = 4; CHN: 1.7%, n = 2).  

We found statistically significant differences between these two countries in attacking 

the accuser, X2 (1, 224) = 6.94, p < .01, denial, X2 (1, 224) = 11.33, p < .01, scapegoating, X2 (1, 

224) = 7.76, p < .01, and compensation, X2 (1, 224) = 4.02, p < .05 (RQ3 a & b). Chinese 

organizations utilized attacking the accuser (16.9%, n = 20), denial (29.7%, n = 35), 

scapegoating (17.8%, n = 21), and compensation (9.3%, n = 11) more than American 

organizations (attacking assure: 5.7%, n = 6; denial: 11.3%, n = 12; scapegoating: 5.7%, n = 6; 

compensation: 2.8%, n = 3). This is because victim crisis happened more than other types of 

crisis in China. In addition, no differences were found in excusing/justification, X2 (1, 224) = .03, 

p = .86, apology, X2 (1, 224) = 2.87, p = .09, corrective action, X2 (1, 224) = .26, p = .61, 

modification, X2 (1, 224) = 1.15, p = .28, reminding, X2 (1, 224) = 1.21, p = .27, ingratiation, X2 

(1, 224) = .93, p = .43, and victimage, X2 (1, 224) = .44, p = .51. 

The overall crisis response strategy was also identified. As a whole, 49.4% of overall 

crisis response strategy (n = 116) was rebuilding strategy (USA: 60.5%, n = 69; CHN: 38.8%, n 

= 47), followed by denial (18.3%, n = 43; USA: 7.0%, n = 8; CHN: 28.9%, n = 35), 
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diminishment (13.6%, n = 32; USA: 12.3%, n = 14; CHN: 14.9%, n = 18), mixed strategies 

(10.2%, n = 24; USA: 8.8%, n = 10; CHN: 11.6%, n = 14), bolstering (3.8%, n = 9; USA: 4.4%, 

n = 5; CHN: 3.3%, n = 4), silent (3.0%, n = 7; USA: 6.1%, n = 7; CHN: 0%, n = 0), and no 

response strategy (1.7%, n = 4; USA: .9%, n = 1; CHN: 2.5%, n = 3). A statistically significant 

difference was found between these two countries, X2 (6, 352) = 31.34, p < .01.  

Crisis response strategies based on crisis type. RQ3a and RQ3b identified the type of 

crisis response strategy based on crisis type in each country. We found a statistically significant 

difference between the overall crisis response strategy and country in accidental crisis, X2 (5, 62) 

= 15.52, p < .01, and in preventable crisis, X2 (6, 144) = 14.45, p < .05, and a slight difference in 

victim crisis, X2 (5, 29) = 8.31, p < .10. In preventable crises, 52.1% (n = 75) was rebuilding 

strategy (USA: 57.5%, n = 46; CHN: 45.3%, n = 29), followed by denial (16.7%, n = 24; USA: 

8.8%, n = 7; CHN: 26.6%, n = 17), diminishment (13.9%, n = 20; USA: 15.0%, n = 12; CHN: 

12.5%, n = 8), mixed strategies (9.0%, n = 13; USA: 7.5%, n = 6; CHN: 10.9%, n = 7), silent 

(4.2%, n = 6; USA: 7.5%, n = 6; CHN: 0%, n = 0), bolstering (3.5%, n = 5; USA: 3.8%, n = 3; 

CHN: 3.1%, n = 2), and no response strategy (.7%, n = 1; USA: 0%, n = 0; CHN: 1.6%, n = 1).  

In accidental crises, 56.5% (n = 35) was rebuilding strategy (USA: 76.9%, n = 20; CHN: 

41.7%, n = 15), followed by diminishment (16.1%, n = 10; USA: 3.8%, n = 1; CHN: 25.0%, n = 

9), denial and mixed strategies (respectively 9.7%, n = 6; denial: USA: 0%, n = 0; CHN: 16.7%, 

n = 6, mixed strategies: USA: 7.7%, n = 2; CHN: 11.1%, n = 4), no response strategy (4.8%, 

n=3; USA: 3.8%, n =1; CHN: 5.6%, n = 2), and bolstering (3.2%, n = 2; USA: 7.7%, n = 2; 

CHN: 0%).  

In victim crises, 44.8% (n=13) was denial strategy (USA: 12.5%, n= 1; CHN: 57.1%, n 

= 12), followed by rebuilding (20.7%, n = 6; USA: 37.5%, n = 3; CHN: 14.3%, n = 3), mixed 

strategies (17.2%, n = 5; USA: 25.0%, n = 2; CHN: 14.3%, n = 3), diminishment and bolstering 

(respectively, 6.9%, n = 2; diminishment: USA: 12.5%, n=1; CHN: 4.8%, n = 1; bolstering: 

USA: 0%, n=0, CHN: 9.5%, n=2), and silent (3.4%, n=1; USA: 12.5%, n=1; CHN: 0%). 

Breaking from SCCT’s original argument, among Chinese organizations, denial strategy was 

used in all crisis types (i.e. not only in victim crises but also in accidental and preventable crises). 

Similarly, rebuilding strategy was also utilized in victim crisis.  

Differences between these two countries. RQ3a and RQ3b investigated any crisis 

response strategy differences between these two countries based on crisis type. We found, in the 

preventable crises, diverse crisis response strategies were used in both countries. However, 

American organizations used silent (7.5%, n = 6), diminishment (15.0%, n = 12), and rebuilding 

strategy (57.5%, n = 46) more than Chinese organizations (silent: 0%, n = 0; diminishment: 

12.5%, n = 8, rebuilding: 45.3%, n = 29). On the other hand, denial strategy (26.6%, n = 17) was 

used more by Chinese organizations than American organizations (8.8%, n = 7). In accidental 

crises, Chinese organizations employed denial (16.7%, n = 6) and diminishment (25.0%, n = 9) 

more, whereas American organizations used more rebuilding strategy (76.9%, n = 20), followed 

by bolstering strategy and mixed strategies (respectively 7.7%, n = 2).  

Characteristics of crisis responses. RQ4 asked about the characteristics of crisis 

response (i.e., who, when, to whom, with what communication method, overall appeal style, and 

any changes). First, we asked who represented organizations in their crisis responses. Of these 

representative bodies, 63.8% (n = 143) were organizations themselves (USA: 44.3%, n = 47; 

CHN: 81.4%, n = 96), followed by CEO/CFO (19.2%, n = 43; USA: 29.2%, n = 31; CHN: 

10.2%, n = 12), spokesperson (11.6%, n = 26; USA: 19.8%, n = 21; CHN: 4.2%, n = 5), and 

related department (5.4%, n = 12; USA: 6.6%, n = 7; CHN: 4.2%, n = 5). Regarding initial crisis 



 

 
 

188 

response timing, 47.8% of it (n = 107) were released within a day (USA: 50.0%, n = 53, CHN: 

45.8%, n = 54), followed by within a week (38.4%, n = 86; USA: 31.1%, n = 33; CHN: 44.9%, n 

= 53), within a month (6.7%, n = 15; USA: 9.4%, n = 10; CHN: 4.2%, n = 5), more than a month 

(5.8%, n = 13; USA: 9.4%, n = 10; CHN: 2.5%, n = 3), and unknown/not clear (1.3%, n = 3; 

USA: 0%, n = 0; CHN: 2.5%, n = 3). 

In terms of direction of concern, 85.3% (n = 191) were toward the general public (USA: 

84.9%, n = 90; CHN: 85.6%, n = 101), followed by toward stakeholders (7.1%, n = 16; USA: 

4.7%, n = 5; CHN: 9.3%, n = 11), toward victims (4.9%, n = 11; USA: 7.5%, n = 8, CHN: 2.5%, 

n = 3), toward employees (2.2%, n = 5; USA: 2.8%, n = 3; CHN: 1.7%, n = 2), and other (.4%, n 

= 1; USA: 0%, n = 0; CHN: .8%, n = 1). In terms of initial communication method, 38.8% (n = 

87) were press release (USA: 38.7%, n = 41; CHN: 39.0%, n = 46), followed by social media 

(29.0%, n = 65; USA: 21.7%, n = 23; CHN: 35.6%, n = 42), in-person interview (12.1%, n = 27; 

USA: 15.1%, n = 16; CHN: 9.3%, n = 11), web site (10.7%, n = 24; USA: 15.1%, n = 16; CHN: 

6.8%, n = 8), press conference (4.5%, n = 10; USA: 4.7%, n = 5; CHN: 4.2%, n = 5), personal 

channel (3.1%, n = 7; USA: 3.8%, n = 4, CHN: 2.5%, n = 3), other (1.3%, n = 3; USA: .9%, n = 

1; CHN: 1.7%, n = 2), and unknown/not clear (.4%, n = 1; USA: 0%, n = 0; CHN: .8%, n = 1). 

Of overall appeal style of crisis response, 67.4% of crisis responses (n = 151) were 

written or spoken in a rational way (USA: 52.8%, n = 56; CHN: 80.5%, n = 95), followed by in a 

combined way (17.9%, n = 40; USA: 28.3%, n = 30; CHN: 8.5%, n = 10), and in an emotional 

way (14.7%, n = 33; USA: 18.9%, n = 20; CHN: 11.0%, n = 13). In terms of change of the initial 

response, 15.3% (n = 36) has been changed (USA: 11.4%, n = 13; CHN: 19.0%, n = 23). Of 

revised response, 52.8% were (n = 19) rebuilding strategy (USA: 30.8%, n = 4; CHN: 65.2%, n = 

15), followed by diminishment (16.7%, n = 6; USA: 23.1%, n = 3; CHN: 13.0%, n = 3), denial 

(11.1%, n = 4; USA: 7.7%, n = 1; CHN: 13.0%, n = 3), bolstering and admit (respectively 8.3%, 

n = 3; bolstering: USA: 15.4%, n = 2; CHN: 4.3%, n = 1, admit: USA: 23.1%, n = 3; CHN: 0%, 

n = 0), and mixed strategies (2.8%, n = 1; USA: 0%, n = 0; CHN: 4.3%, n = 1). 

Differences of Characteristics of crisis responses. RQ4b examined differences of the 

characteristics of crisis responses between these two countries. Although no statistically 

significant differences were found between these two countries on direction of concern, X2 (4, 

224) = 5.58, p = .19, communication method, X2 (7, 224) = 10.35, p = .14, and change of the 

initial response, X2 (1, 235) = 2.62, p = .11, statistically significant differences were found on 

representative body, X2 (3, 224) = 34.82, p < .01, the timing of initial crisis response, X2 (4, 224) 

= 11.95, p < .05, and overall appeal style, X2 (2, 224) = 20.97, p < .01. In the USA, the 

CEO/CFO (29.2%, n = 31) and spokesperson (19.8%, n = 21) represented their organizations 

more frequently than Chinese organizations (CEO/CFO: 10.2%, n = 12; spokesperson: 4.2%, n = 

5). On the other hand, Chinese organizations announced their response via organizations 

themselves (81.4%, n = 96) compared to American organizations (organization: 44.3%, n = 47). 

In terms of the timing of the initial response, Chinese organizations released the response 

message within a week (44.9%, n = 53) more often than American organizations (31.1%, n = 

33).  

More specifically, American organizations released the crisis response message within a 

day (50.0%, n = 53), within a month and more than a month (respectively, 9.4%, n = 10) than 

Chinese organizations (within a day: 45.8%, n = 54, within a month: 4.2%, n = 5, and more than 

a month: 2.5%, n = 3). On the other hand, Chinese organizations announced their statements 

within a week (44.9%, n = 53) more than American organizations (within a week: 31.1%, n = 

33). In addition, we found Chinese organizations announced the crisis message in the rational 
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way (80.5%, n = 95) more than American organizations (52.8%, n = 56). On the other hand 

American organizations released the message in the combined way (28.3%, n = 30) and in the 

emotional way (18.9%, n = 20) more than Chinese ones (combined: 8.5%, n = 10, emotional: 

11.0%, n = 13). For the change of the initial response, more Chinese organizations (19.0%, n = 

23) changed their initial crisis response than American organizations although no significant 

difference was detected in terms of what strategies the organizations changed to after their initial 

responses, X2 (5, 36) = 9.04, p = .062. As reported earlier, 52.8% (n = 19) changed their initial 

strategy.  

Discussion 

We analyzed crisis type and response strategies used by organizations in two countries 

over the last decade. Unlike what SCCT suggests, organizations in both countries rarely provide 

instructing information. As expected, reputation management strategies were widely used in both 

countries. Chinese organizations utilized attacking the accuser, denial, and scapegoating more 

than American organizations. Cheng et al. (2016) argued that Chinese organizations are in 

“controlling position” (Cheng et al., 2016), so when a crisis happens, they are more likely to 

deny the crisis to maintain their organization’s image or reduce their responsibility for the crisis.  

Regardless of country, we found that organizations utilize rebuilding strategies most. 

This is somewhat different from the findings from the previous content analysis studies in 

America where bolstering (Kim, et al., 2009) or denial (Arendt, et al., 2017) strategies reported 

as most common. It was reported that Chinese organizations rarely used rebuilding strategy 

(Cheng, Huang, & Chan, 2016). However, our findings suggest that more than a half of 

organizations use rebuilding strategies. This makes sense since the majority reported here are 

preventable crises.  

In both countries, most organizations themselves released official responses about the 

crisis. However, in the USA, the CEO/CFOs and spokespersons announced official response 

statements more, adding more personal/human face to the company. This tendency could be 

attributed to China’s collectivistic cultural background which favors indirect communication 

styles and believes that responsibility for crisis must be shared as a whole (Huang, 2006). In 

addition, given that functions of public relations are not well-defined within Chinese 

organizations compared to American organizations (Liu, 2014), related departments are not 

perceived as the main body for official responses, in China. In most cases, organizations 

announced the initial statement within a day and crisis response messages were normally 

addressed to the general publlic. As an initial communication tool, both countries use social 

media more than press conferences since social media became widely used in the world. 

Contrary to SCCT, response strategies used vary between countries. As stated earlier, 

unlike SCCT’s recommendation, denial strategy was used not only in victim crises but also in 

accidental and preventable crises. Rebuilding strategy was also employed in victim crises. 

Furthermore, Chinese organizations used denial strategy in all crisis types. This begs a question: 

Do different response strategies produce different results in different countries? Future studies 

should explore potential effects of response strategies in different countries.  

Practical implications from this study are threefold. First, as advocated in SCCT, when a 

crisis occurs, at least, basic information (e.g., instructing and adjusting information) must be 

provided to the public (Choi & Lee, 2017; Coombs, 2012). Contrary to what was advocated, only 

17% of the organizations provided instructing information while 66% provided adjusting 

information. The importance of instructing information in a crisis situation must not be 

overlooked. It only helps those people who are directly impacted by the crisis, but also 
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communicates to the public that the organization is there to the people who are affected by the 

crisis while showing the organization’s willingness to do the right thing. Regardless of 

attribution of responsibility, organizations must provide instructing information, to the public.   

As found in this study, rebuilding strategy was the most utilized in both countries. 

Benoit (1997) advocated that in most crisis situations, an apology strategy (a part of rebuilding 

strategies) should be considered the best strategy to demonstrate responsibility. Bradford and 

Garret (1995) also emphasized that rebuilding strategy is the most effective strategy to maintain 

a positive reputation. However, some cautioned against the use of apology strategy since an 

apology itself can be perceived as admitting responsibility, thereby leading to legal and 

economic responsibility (Fitzpatrick, 1995; Tyler, 1997) or being perceived as a self-defense 

strategy (Ware & Linkugel, 1973), causing public distrust. However, rebuilding strategy, being 

most common, indicates this  strategy might be received as best, regardless the crisis type.  

Limitations must be noted. First, due to the many difficulties of identifying crisis cases 

in the USA, we include a convenience sampling of crisis cases published in well-known expert 

sources in the fields of public relations, business, and marketing, based on limited key word 

search on Google (having failed with LexisNexis). It is possible that such publications focused 

on limited crisis cases either successfully or unsuccessfully executed to draw lessons for 

professional implications, limiting applicability of the findings in the larger context. Second, we 

selected crisis cases from private and non-profit organizations. Since the degree of the 

responsibility for a crisis depends on the entities, such as governments, companies and 

individuals, research into other types of entities is recommended. Lastly, the findings alone 

cannot explain why such differences exist in these two countries and consequent effects of using 

different strategies in different circumstances. Thus, further studies should explore these 

differences in depth.  

There are notable scientific contributions in this study. First, this study is the first 

comparative content analysis study between the USA and China. In addition to learning how 

organizations deal with crisis situations in two different countries, the findings of this study may 

also act as a stepping stone for designing further comparative research in the global context. 

Second, this study investigated the most recent and actual crisis cases not based on the analyses 

of crisis cases in academic journal articles like Arendt, et al. (2017) and Kim, et al. (2009). Thus, 

the results of this study describe current trends more accurately than those of previous studies. 

Third, this comparative analysis sheds light on how crisis response strategies are differently 

adopted in various countries by comparing what the SCCT recommended and what is actually 

happening.  
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Abstract 

Despite the growing discussion in both academia and industry focusing on Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR), there is dearth research on CSR communication in hospital settings, 

particularly in the United States. This study conducts a content analysis to examine hospital 

social responsibility practices and compare the CSR communication among hospitals with 

different types of ownership. It selected a sample of 522 hospitals in U.S. and collected data 

from hospitals’ official websites and their CSR-related reports. Significant emphasis is found to 

be placed on CSR practices associated with marketplace activities (e.g., patients’ rights) that are 

mostly stakeholder-driven. Among hospitals with three types of ownership, non-profit hospitals 

had stronger awareness on the actions of being a socially responsible healthcare organization. In 

addition, a significant relationship between active CSR programs and hospital value is confirmed 

by regression analysis. The findings of this study sheds light on hospital social responsibility and 

provides a unifying conceptual basis that explains how hospitals in U.S execute CSR programs. 
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Corporate social responsibility (CSR) has long been discussed in industry and academia. 

CSR programs are considered as an important contribution to organizational success (Ni & Van 

Wart, 2015). Organizations benefit from CSR as it helps build reputation as a responsible 

business, which can in turn lead to various potential advantages in business administration. In a 

business sector where earning a profit is highly associated with the welfare of human beings, 

hospitals are expected to be responsible corporate citizens and be sensitive to primary 

stakeholders’ interest (Safkaur, 2016). However, according to the 2016 Global Reporting 

Initiative Reports, among 554 participating organizations that provide sustainability reporting in 

the United States, only 6 entities were hospitals. Concerns about the lack of hospital social 

responsibility and its negative societal impacts have been acknowledged (Brandão et al., 2013).  

A similar pattern can be found in academia. CSR has been the central subject in various 

academic disciplines, but in the healthcare sector, attention on CSR is recent and the research is 

limited (López-Salazar, Ojeda-Hidalgo, & Rios-Manriquez, 2016). Majority of existing research 

has emphasized the conceptualization of hospital social responsibility or explicated the urgent 

need for hospitals to develop social responsibility plans. However, limited research has answered 

the question of “how,” such as how do hospitals practice social responsibility? Moreover, most 

of these studies were conducted in countries outside the U.S, such as countries in Asia (e.g., 

Desai & Chandawarkar, 2016; Lubis, 2018), the Middle East (e.g., Jamali, Hallal, & Abdallah, 

2010; Keyvanara & Sajadi, 2015), and South America (e.g., López-Salazar et al., 2016), which 

have different cultural dynamics and business operations from the U.S. Thus, research focusing 

on the evaluation of hospital social responsibility in the U.S. is necessary (Liu, Shi, Pong, & 

Chen, 2016). This study attempts to fill this gap by using a content analysis method specifically 

capable of (a) identifying the dimensions of CSR initiatives that hospitals tend to emphasize, (b) 

discovering the motivating principles behind hospitals’ CSR practices, (c) exploring the 

relationship between CSR practice types and hospital value, and (d) investigating whether these 

aspects differ among hospitals with three types of ownership (i.e., for-profit, non-profit, and 

governmental hospitals). 

The findings of this study will shed light on hospital social responsibility and provide a 

unifying conceptual basis that explains how healthcare industry execute CSR programs and 

consequently will offer advice and practical guidance for public relations practitioners in hospital 

settings in terms of the design of CSR strategies and activities that can effectively capture 

stakeholders’ attention, deliver messages to community, and ultimately improve hospital 

reputation and increase hospital value. 

Literature review 

Social responsibility in healthcare sector  

As a primary element in business operations, CSR has become more than a behavior of a 

company being socially responsible – it has become a representation of a company’s 

organizational culture. CSR programs are considered an important contribution to organizational 

success (Ni & Van Wart, 2015). Corporate social investment may help organizations build 

reputation as a responsible business, which can in turn lead to various potential benefits in 

business administration. Modern definitions of CSR focus on the “triple bottom line,” 

emphasizing concerns for people, profit, and the environment (Coombs & Holladay, 2012). In 

addition, CSR includes categories such as ethics, diversity, environmental sustainability, and 

philanthropy (Chandler & Werther, 2014). The general goal of corporate social responsibility is 

to require organizations to meet certain public expectations and protect social welfare while 

formulating their policies and managerial decisions (Brandão, Rego, Duarte, & Nunes, 2013). 
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In a business sector where earning a profit is highly associated with the welfare of human 

beings, hospitals are expected to be responsible corporate citizens and be sensitive to primary 

stakeholders’ interest (Safkaur, 2016). Previous literature argues that implementing CSR in 

hospitals enables these organizations to highlight their performance, achieve transparency, and 

promote mutual understanding with the community. As a result, hospitals are able to attract and 

retain talent, increase patient loyalty, and maintain high-quality healthcare services (Russo, 2016; 

Techmar, 2012). A report by the International Bioethics Committee of UNESCO on Social 

Responsibility and Health (2010) acknowledges the importance of social responsibility in 

hospital governance and requires hospitals to accomplish their social and economic goals based 

on general ethical standards. The report suggests that hospitals should consider social 

responsibility as a moral obligation when creating organizational value.  

However, with the focus of public services shifting from a commitment to the “social 

good” to the “commercial good,” social responsibility in hospitals becomes difficult to execute 

(Brandão et al., 2012). The privatization of public services has changed the role of hospitals from 

health service delivery to profit management (Liu et al., 2016). Moreover, being a part of the 

most operationally difficult industries, hospitals face challenges such as nursing shortage and 

high cost of technological advancement, thereby resulting in the negligence of social 

responsibility practices in the industry. Thus, social responsibility in healthcare settings has 

lagged behind that of other sectors (Lopez-Salazar et al., 2016).  

A similar pattern can be found in academia. CSR has been the central subject in various 

academic disciplines, but in the healthcare sector, attention on CSR is recent and the research is 

limited (López-Salazar et al., 2016). Moreover, majority of the literature examines hospital social 

responsibility in international contexts. For example, Ramos (2013) evaluated social 

responsibility in nine hospitals in Columbia and found that most of the healthcare institutions 

commit to be socially responsible by providing quality care, protecting patient rights, offering 

welfare work, and exerting efforts on environmental management. Keyvanara and Sajadi (2015) 

observed similar patterns of hospital social responsibility practices in Isfahan, Iran. Lubis (2018) 

provided empirical evidence regarding patient/consumer perspectives on hospital social 

responsibility by studying patients from four hospitals in Medan, Indonesia, and indicated that 

CSR practices positively contribute to patient loyalty, hospital reputation, and value. Liu et al. 

(2016) suggested that Chinese patients’ assessments regarding service quality, appropriateness, 

and accessibility remarkably affect their perceptions on hospital social responsibility 

performance. These studies show that several hospital practices are already socially responsible, 

and these practices positively influence hospitals. However, progressing from socially 

responsible practices to socially responsible organizations/hospitals requires a further 

comprehensive understanding of hospitals’ missions and the needs of stakeholders in the 

healthcare sector. This study therefore investigates hospitals’ self-presentation of social 

responsibility practices following the conceptualization of the CSR construct, including 

mentioning one or more CSR dimensions, motivating principles, and types.  

Dimensions. CSR initiatives and practices are identified and presented differently by 

various scholars and organizations but with similar concepts and explanations, such as that of 

United Nations Global Compact in 2009. The similarity among the descriptions is that they were 

proposed on the basis of stakeholder theory, which is the most widely used theoretical 

framework in the CSR communication literature (Moir, 2001). Stakeholders refer to any 

individual or group who can affect or be affected by an organization’s business operations, 

objectives, or policies (Robertson & Schlegelmilch, 1993). Some examples of primary 
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stakeholders of an organization are employees, customers, and the community from which the 

business obtains its resources (Freeman, 1984). Stakeholder theory states that the CSR 

Catalogue, one of the most comprehensive references for CSR implementation, summarizes 

common CSR activities and categorizes them into seven major themes: leadership, marketplace 

activities, workforce activities, supply chain activities, stakeholder engagement, community 

activities, and environmental activities (Han & Hansen, 2012). Similar to the CSR Catalogue, the 

CSR evaluation framework also addresses seven stakeholder aspects: employees, clients, local 

communities, business partners, governments, shareholders, and the natural environment (Liao, 

Xia, Wu, Zhang, & Yeh, 2017). 

For this study, the CSR activities and stakeholders identified in the CSR Catalogue and 

the evaluation framework are collapsed into five main dimensions: labor practices, 

environmental activities, fair operating practices, community activities, and, marketplace 

activities (Muthuri & Gilbert, 2011). Labor practices mainly address issues related to internal 

employees (the stakeholder), such as health and safety at the workplace, human development, 

and training at work. Environmental activities deal with the impacts of managerial decisions on 

the natural environment (the stakeholder). Fair operating practices cover the impact of business 

operations and corporate ethical actions on other organizations, including business partners and 

governments (stakeholders). Community activities focus on relationships with local communities 

(stakeholders) by participating in the development of communities and creating shared values 

with the locals. Finally, marketplace activities mainly address issues related to customers 

(stakeholder), such as patients, including patients’ rights and safety and responsible customer 

relations. On the basis of the framework, this study put forth the following research question: 

RQ1: What dimensions of CSR initiatives are being implemented by hospitals in the 

United States? 

Motivations. CSR was defined as the “configuration of the principles of social 

responsibility and policies, programs, and observable outcomes as they relate to the firm’s 

societal relationships” (Wood, 1991, p. 693). Such definition emphasized the role of stakeholders 

in organizations’ CSR initiatives. Scholars have asserted that organizations are socially 

responsible for their main stakeholders rather than the society in general (Clarkson, 1995; 

Maignan, Ferrell, & Hult, 1999). Incorporating these two perspectives, Maignan and Ralston 

(2002) proposed that an organization’s CSR engagement has principles in place to optimize its 

positive impacts and reduce its negative impacts on primary stakeholders. Principles refer to an 

organization’s motivation to engage in CSR practices. The literature suggested that three most 

common motivating principles emerge behind CSR participation—performance-driven, 

stakeholder-driven, and value-driven principles (Muthuri & Gilbert, 2011). First, CSR can be 

considered a useful strategy to help improve an organization’s performance with respect to 

profitability. Second, organizations implement social responsibility plans to meet its 

stakeholders’ expectations. Finally, organizations may be self-motivated to contribute to society 

and stakeholders regardless of internal or external pressure calling for CSR participation. On the 

basis of these motivating principles behind CSR implementation, this study asks the following 

research question: 

RQ2: Which motivating principles are employed by hospitals to justify their CSR 

initiatives?  

Types. CSR can be viewed as an approach which an organization uses to manage its 

business operations, as well as a strategy that a company employs to involve external 

stakeholders such as local communities. From this view, scholars draw a clear line between 
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active and passive social responsibility (Brandao et al., 2013). Active social responsibility 

requires hospitals not only to fulfill its basic responsibility toward society but also to assert extra 

efforts to assure that the interests and benefits of all stakeholders are considered (Hardwig, 

2010). In hospital settings, implementing ethical conduct codes and advocating for 

environmental protection are the examples of active social responsibility. Participating in active 

social responsibility means that a hospital should not only fulfill its basic obligations related to 

law or profit but also create a positive societal impact. Passive social responsibility only requires 

hospitals to abide by the law and general ethical principles, such as implementing non-

discriminatory policies or protecting patients’ privacy and safety. To examine the extent to which 

types of CSR initiatives are being implemented by hospitals, we developed the following 

research question: 

RQ3: What types (i.e., active or passive) of CSR initiatives are being implemented by 

hospitals in the United States? 

Active CSR and Hospital value. Hospital value refers to the assessment of equity, 

efficiency and quality, which ensures human rights and supervises other ethical behaviors while 

providing health services (Brandão et al., 2012; Huerta, Ford, Peterson, & Brigham, 2008). 

Adequate and appropriate performance of CSR activities will enhance hospital value as CSR 

practices help improve service effectiveness, clarify quality assurance and contribute to a safer 

healthcare environment (Brandão et al., 2012). Plenty of literature indicates that CSR 

engagement plays an important role in enhancing hospital value. For instance, a cross-sectional 

survey study of Chinese public hospitals demonstrated that quality and accessibility of health 

services, namely, hospital value, is positively associated with hospital social responsibility 

practices. Participating in social responsibility events would help improve hospital value (Liu et 

al., 2016). Lubis (2018) asserted that socially responsible conducts were able to improve the 

value of the government hospitals via the improvement of hospital reputation and the creation of 

patient loyalty. Hsieh et al. (2016) suggested that active and proper implementation of CSR 

would result in significant influences on hospital identification and job performance among 

healthcare providers, which in turn improve the service quality and effectiveness. Mosadeghrad 

(2014) also found that healthcare quality, one of the core aspect of hospital value, can be 

improved by a variety of CSR initiatives, such as employee education and training. In 

accordance with the previous literature in CSR communication and hospital value, this study 

took the argument further and tested the impact of active and passive social responsibility on 

hospital value: 

RQ4: What is the relationship between active/passive social responsibility practices and 

hospital value? 

CSR and hospital ownership  

CSR in an organization is a strategic plan that integrates a set of policies, practices, and 

programs to ensure that organizations maximize the social value of their business operations 

(Business for Social Responsibility, 2003). In the CSR managerial decision-making process, 

corporate governance plays an important role given its reflection on companies’ commitment to 

their stakeholders, including shareholders, customers, government, and the community (Jamail, 

Safieddine, & Rabbath, 2008). Corporate governance refers to “the system of rules, practices and 

processes by which a firm is directed and controlled” (Cadbury, 2000, p. 8). The literature 

(Jamali et al., 2010) has demonstrated that a variety of governance characteristics such as board 

independence, board leadership, and firm size play important roles in organizations’ decisions 

about CSR participation. Recent studies have focused on ownership structure, another 
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governance characteristic, and its impacts on social performance (e.g., Barnea & Rubin, 2010; 

Oh, Chang, & Martynov, 2011). Different types of ownerships have been found to have 

divergent in CSR engagements (Oh et al., 2011). Scholars have then applied the discussions on 

ownership structure in a regular corporate setting to the field of hospital governance and 

attempted to answer the question of whether the governance frameworks provide useful 

comparisons in the healthcare sector. (Jamali et al., 2010). 

In hospital governance, organizations can be categorized into three types of ownerships: 

for-profit, non-profit, and governmental. One distinction between for-profit and non-profit 

sectors is related to the question of ultimate ownership and control (Eeckloo et al., 2004). The 

relationship between ownership and accountability of management in for-profit institutions is 

well-defined. Non-profit hospitals, on the contrary, have no real owners with control being 

divided into a wide range of stakeholders. The difference in control significantly impacts 

hospitals’ managerial decision-making process. In the for-profit context, all business operations 

decisions are made on the basis of hospitals’ economic interest. In the non-profit context, 

decision-making processes are more complicated wherein multiple factors such as access, 

quality, equity, patient care, and costs are involved. In addition, non-profit hospitals usually 

receive significant tax cuts with some conditions such as dedicating their net surplus to social 

and community activities (Brickley et al., 2003). Although such organizations face lower 

shareholder conflicts, the lack of well-defined ownership creates some managerial problems. 

Jamali et al. (2010) explored hospitals’ social responsibility practices in Lebanon based 

on the difference in governance between for-profit and non-profit hospitals. Clear differences 

were found in that for-profit hospitals received low scores with respect to communication with 

stakeholders and transparency. The study was one of the first studies to investigate the 

application of corporate governance principles in social responsibility across different types of 

hospitals. However, the generalizability of the findings is limited due to the nature of the health-

care sector in Lebanon, which is far different from that of developed countries. Therefore, future 

insights into corporate governance practices in hospital social responsibility are necessary. The 

next research question is proposed to respond to the call: 

RQ5: Are there differences in (a) dimensions, (b) motivating principles, and (c) types of 

CSR implementation dependent on hospital ownership type? 

Method 

Data sources 

A stratified systematic sample of 522 hospitals in the United States was taken from the 

Hospital Compare that includes 4,798 hospitals with general information and overall rating 

issued by the American Hospital Association in 2017. Our initial goal was to analyze at least 120 

hospitals from each of the geographic regions in the United States, including 40 governmental 

hospitals, 40 for-profit hospitals, and 40 non-profit hospitals. After sorting out hospitals with 

incomplete information or those from the same health-care systems, the final number of hospitals 

analyzed in our study was 522: West (n = 91, governmental: 26, nonprofit: 40, for-profit: 25), 

Midwest (n = 118, governmental: 39, nonprofit: 40, for-profit: 39), South (n = 104, 

governmental: 23, nonprofit: 41, for-profit: 40), Northeast (n = 89, governmental: 20, nonprofit: 

40, for-profit: 29), and Southeast (n = 120, governmental: 40, nonprofit: 40, for-profit: 40). 

Coding 

We used a combination of deductive and inductive approaches (Neuendorf, 2002) to 

identify our coding variables. First, the variables were identified deductively through a review of 

the literature. We then crafted a coding sheet with these initial variables. The initial coding sheet 
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was applied to analyze a sample of hospitals during coder training and pilot-test sessions. In this 

inductive process, we then examined if there were any variables to add to or remove from the 

initial coding sheet. The coding sheet was revised multiple times to its final version during these 

training and pilot-test sessions.  

The multiple sources of CSR practices were used as references. The majority of hospitals 

did not release individual social responsibility reports but included social responsibility 

information in their annual reports or on their websites. Thus, we initially searched for social 

responsibility reports. If a hospital did not release a report, then we checked its annual report and 

website for relevant information. We conducted website analysis to gather all published 

information regarding CSR practices of the hospitals. Previous studies showed that websites are 

an official communication channel to present a company’s politics, practices, and operations to 

its’ stakeholders (Muthuri & Gilbert, 2011). Hospital websites were considered appropriate 

sources of information for the purpose of this study because organizations typically promote 

their CSR practices to stakeholders through their websites. If we could not find any relevant 

information, then the hospital was noted and labeled as unrelated to the topic. 

The coders first determined the dimensions of CSR initiatives. Each hospital was coded 

as having one or more of six dimensions of CSR practices: labor practices, environmental 

activities, fair operating practices, community activities, and marketplace activities. Coders also 

analyzed the motivating principle behind CSR activities, including value-driven, performance 

driven, or stakeholder-driven principles. Coders then determined whether the hospitals 

implemented active or passive social responsibility. According to literature, active CSR practices 

require hospitals not only to follow the laws or general ethical rules, but also to do something 

that are out of hospitals’ duties. If the CSR practices required extra efforts or work from the 

hospitals, then we coded those activities as active social responsibility. We calculated the inter-

coder reliability by double-coding a random subsample (n = 120 or 22.9%), and inter-coder 

reliability corrected for agreement by chance (Krippendorff's alpha) ranged between .71 and .93, 

with an average of .868. 

Secondary data 

Hospital value was measured as a part of the Hospital Compare issued by the American 

Hospital Association in 2017. Hospital value summarizes 57 quality measures across seven 

aspects of quality, including mortality, safety of care, readmission, patient experience, 

effectiveness of care, timeliness of care, and efficient use of medical imaging, into a single star 

value for each hospital. 

Results 

Sample information  

Of the 522 hospitals in our sample, 91 (17%) were in the West, 118 (23%) were in the 

Midwest, 104 (20%) were in the South, 89 (17%) were in the Northeast, and 120 (23%) were in 

the Southeast. A total of 201 (39%) were non-profit, 173 (33%) were for-profit, and 148 (28%) 

were governmental hospitals. In terms of hospital value, 63 (12%) received 5 stars, 134 (26%) 

received 4 stars, 121 (23%) received 3 stars, 140 (27%) received 2 stars, and 64 (12%) received 1 

star. 

Among the 522 hospitals in our sample, only 12 hospitals had a stand-alone menu clearly 

labeled “social responsibility” or “corporate responsibility.” The major purpose and activity of 

the CSR programs among these 12 hospitals was to help organizations fulfill their responsibility 

by promoting legal, regulatory, and ethical compliance and business practices. Of the 12 

hospitals, two have diverse CSR programs that target different stakeholders, such as 
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commitments to principles of inclusion and exclusion opportunity for suppliers, impact 

investments on climate change and other environmental issues, job creation in low-income 

neighborhoods, and advocacy for patients, employees, and providers.  

As mentioned above, most hospitals do not provide social responsibility reports in a 

designated section on websites. However, a total of 505 hospitals (97%) had a specific section 

for patients, addressing patients’ rights, privacy, and safety issues, on their webpages; 475 

hospitals (91%) had a separate tab for employees, focusing on health-care workers’ rights, 

benefits, and training opportunities; and 184 hospitals (35%) categorized CSR activities related 

to local communities under the menu of “community” or similar tabs. 

CSR self-presentations 

To determine how CSR communication manifests itself in hospitals, this study analyzed 

the hospital websites and published reports to decipher the extent to which CSR dimensions 

addressed, motivations employed, and what motivations behind CSR practices of hospitals. The 

findings are summarized in Table 1 and specifically discussed below. 

[Table 1 here] 

RQ1 examines the dimensions of CSR initiatives implemented by hospitals. The results 

showed that hospitals were most likely to implement CSR initiatives related to marketplace 

activities (e.g., patients’ rights), which appeared in 98% of the hospitals’ CSR activities (n = 

513). Among the five major dimensions, environmental activities exhibited the lowest level of 

emphasis, wherein it only made up 2% of the hospitals’ CSR activities (n = 8). A series of 

McNemar’s chi-square tests indicated that the emphasis on CSR in marketplace activities was 

significantly more frequent than the emphasis on all other CSR dimensions: community activities 

(90%, n = 467, χ2 = 34.91, p < .001), labor practices (77%, n = 404, χ2 = 96.40, p < .001), fair 

operating practices (51%, n = 266, χ2 = 237.32, p < .001), and environmental activities (2%, n = 

8, χ2 = 503.01, p < .001).  

RQ2 examined the motivating principles employed by hospitals to justify their CSR 

initiatives. The results showed that stakeholder-driven principle was employed considerably 

more often than the other two motivating principles. This principle appeared in approximately 

98% of the hospitals’ CSR activities (n = 513). McNemar’s chi-square tests confirmed that the 

stakeholder-driven principle was used significantly more frequently than value-driven (82%, n = 

426, χ2 = 76.24, p < .001) and performance-driven principles (50%, n = 263, χ2 = 240.31, p < 

.001). 

RQ3 focused on which type (i.e., active or passive) of CSR initiatives are being 

implemented by hospitals. Results validate that half of hospitals’ CSR practices in the sample are 

considered to be active CSR activities (27%, n = 141). McNemar’s chi-square tests indicated that 

the implementation of active CSR activities was significantly more frequent than the 

implementation of passive CSR activities (73%, n = 381, χ2 = 8.09, p < .001). 

RQ4 tested the effects of active and passive social responsibility on hospital value. The 

linear regression analysis showed that active CSR practices were positively correlated with 

hospital value (β = 1.17, p < .001). Hence, hospitals conducting active CSR practices were more 

likely to own better value. 

RQ5 explored the differences in CSR implementation across different types of hospitals. 

RQ5a asked whether or not the dimensions of CSR initiatives differ depending on hospital 

ownership type. The logistic regression analysis showed that among the three types of hospitals, 

non-profit hospitals were more likely to implement CSR activities in community activities and 

labor practices compared with governmental hospitals and for-profit hospitals. RQ5b asked 
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whether the motivating principles behind hospitals’ CSR engagement differ depending on 

ownership type. The logistic regression analysis verified that no significant differences emerged 

across hospital ownership types in terms of motivating principles used by hospitals to explain the 

purposes of the CSR activities. Finally, RQ5c asked whether the types of CSR practices differ 

depending on ownership type. The logistic regression analysis showed that non-profit hospitals 

were more likely to implement active CSR initiatives than for-profit hospitals and governmental 

hospitals did (OR: -1.12, p < .001, 95% CI: .21-.50; OR: -.43, p < .05, 95% CI: .42-1.01). 

Discussion 

CSR is gaining attention from scholars and practitioners who are increasingly placing 

value on the relationship between CSR and business growth (Siegele & Ward, 2007). However, 

despite the increasing attention on regular corporates, few studies investigated CSR 

communication in the healthcare sector. Although some scholars have studied the presentations 

of hospital CSR practices, the majority of the literature examines the topic in the international 

contexts rather than in the United States. The present study explored the CSR dimensions 

emphasized by hospitals in the United States on their websites and compared such presentations 

among hospitals with three different ownership types (i.e., for-profit, non-profit, and 

governmental hospitals). 

According to our content analysis, CSR practices addressing patients’ rights represent the 

most important area of CSR implementation in hospitals as they were presented most frequently 

on hospitals’ websites. Hospitals were also most likely to target customer stakeholders in their 

CSR communication. The findings claim that, to operate on the basis of social responsibility, 

hospitals exerted more effort on the following aspects: right to health, right to access to 

information, right to privacy, and right to non-discrimination. Most of these aspects are basic 

requirements for hospitals because hospital social responsibility implementations are generally 

performed in line with their business operations. These facts have been supported by previous 

studies that confirmed the important role of stakeholders, particularly customers (Kakabadse & 

Rozuel, 2006), as effective communications with the key stakeholders is one of the requirements 

for the organizational success. Hospital social responsibility initiatives involving patients are 

able to create positive perceptions among this key stakeholder (Mostafa, 2005; Tian et al., 2011). 

Among the six dimensions, the environmental dimension has received the least attention 

in this study. Along with the rapid growth of attention to environmental concerns, environmental 

awareness is now considered to be one of the most widely used and emphasized approaches to 

CSR communication (Egri & Ralston, 2008). Companies and organizations are investing heavily 

to improve their “green” CSR practices by engaging in a variety of environmental activities, such 

as waste management and energy management. Previous studies have also deduced that 

environmental engagement is one of the priorities of hospital social responsibility practices in 

international contexts, such as in Iran (Lopez-Salazar et al., 2016) and India (Desai & 

Chandawarkar, 2016). Scholars and hospital executives both believed that the healthcare sector 

plays a more important role in environmental management than other industries because medical 

equipment and installations in hospitals usually end up affecting the natural environment 

negatively (Pasqualini Blass, Gouvea da Costa, Pinheiro de Lima, & Borges, 2016). Conducting 

environmental CSR activities allows hospitals to be labeled as socially responsible organizations 

(Kreisberg, 2007). However, of the 522 hospitals in our sample, only eight hospitals have 

specific programs that exert efforts on sustainability and environmental protection. Although 

many healthcare systems are currently striking to promote sustainable environmental practices, 

such as New York City hospitals’ commitments to reduce hospitals’ carbon emissions by 40% by 
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2030, the healthcare industry have still lagged behind corporations in other sectors in adopting 

environmental CSR programs (Senay, Philip, & Landrigan, 2018). The neglected environmental 

CSR initiatives in hospitals require urgent attention. 

In terms of CSR types, a quarter of hospitals’ practices in the sample can be considered 

as active social responsibility, which requires hospitals to engage in some activities that are more 

than abiding by the law or to the general ethical standards. How does active CSR engagement 

influence hospitals? Previous studies only proposed the typology of CSR activities by 

conceptualizing “active” and “passive” social responsibility in hospital settings without testing 

the effects of the concept. The present study goes beyond and examines the influence of active 

CSR practices on hospital value. The findings showed that active CSR practices were positively 

correlated with hospital value, which provides some strategic guidance to hospital executives and 

public relations practitioners who wish to enhance hospital reputation and value. However, our 

explanations on the basis of the results from a content analysis study are speculative. Future 

studies can conduct surveys and experiments with the key stakeholders to further validate our 

conclusions about the impact of active CSR practices on hospital value. 

With regard to the comparisons of CSR communication and hospital ownerships, the 

results infer that hospital CSR practices varied among for-profit, non-profit, and governmental 

hospitals. In CSR dimensions, non-profit hospitals had the highest level of CSR communication 

in community activities and labor practices. Stakeholders were the primary concerns in hospital 

CSR communication among the majority of hospitals regardless of the ownership. Nonetheless, 

non-profit hospitals exerted more effort on different key stakeholders including patients, 

community, and employees. Moreover, non-profit hospitals were more likely to adopt active 

social responsibility programs than other two types of hospitals. The findings corroborate that 

non-profit hospitals had stronger awareness on the actions of being a socially responsible 

healthcare organization. Such result differs from previous studies in which the private sector 

hospitals were found to be more socially responsible (Pivato et al., 2008). One of the possible 

explanations is that non-profit hospitals are required by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) to 

contribute to the welfare of the community in exchange for reimbursement. In addition, many 

non-profit hospitals were established for charitable goals such as serving the poor or providing 

free or low-cost care for uninsured patients (Siniora, 2017). This finding has encouraged the 

governmental and for-profit hospitals to start to pay more attention to CSR communication in a 

variety of dimensions and make extra efforts to ensure that the interests and benefits of all types 

of stakeholders are covered. This study serves as a starting point for further investigations of 

CSR communication in hospital settings in the United States. Future research could identify the 

rationales that create such differences in CSR communication among hospitals with different 

ownership types. 

Before further discussing our findings, addressing several shortcomings of this study is 

necessary. First, this study only examines CSR communication with a sample selected from the 

list issued by American Medical Association. A sampling bias may have occurred due to the size 

of hospitals. Additional research can explore CSR initiatives among different size hospitals and 

compare their differences in CSR communication. Second, although corporate websites can be 

considered a fair source for the purpose of this study as organizations mainly promote their CSR 

practices to stakeholders through their websites, limitations associated with such analysis 

emerge. Given that only a small number of hospitals have a specific webpage for social 

responsibility, using the total number of practices mentioned as a measure of CSR 

implementation could be a concern because some related information might be overlooked. 
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Future research can expand beyond the largely descriptive findings presented in this study and 

explore the mechanisms that lead to certain CSR practices.   

Although this study examined the motivating principles behind hospitals’ CSR 

communication, the findings and the explanations are largely speculative, and a content analysis 

study cannot confirm the explanations. Scholars can involve an understanding of hospitals’ 

executives or CSR practitioners and processes behind the content that was analyzed in our study. 

In addition, future researchers will have to examine the influence of CSR practices by surveying 

patients, employees, and the community, which may further validate the findings presented in 

this study. The final point involves determining the direction of causality. The correlations found 

in our study between active CSR practices and hospital value suggest but do not confirm any 

direction of causality. The significant correlation between active CSR practices and hospital 

value may indicate that active CSR practices can contribute to the increase in hospital value. The 

same correlation, however, can also indicate that active CSR practices increases as a 

consequence of high hospital value, that is, the direction of causality is unclear in our study, and 

we should not rule out the possibility of an opposite casual direction when interpreting our 

findings. Future research can conduct experiments to verify the relationships. 

With these and other shortcomings in mind, our study offers a comprehensive analysis of 

hospital social responsibility practices in the United States. Healthcare organizations are now one 

of the largest industries with large revenues in the United States. In addition to economic 

responsibilities, hospitals are expected to take a more responsible role on their business 

operations and take their key stakeholders and the society into consideration. Our findings 

showed that hospitals in the United States have taken up the idea of corporate social 

responsibility, but that the strategic advantages of CSR programs remain inadequate compared 

with other economic sectors. However, this issue remains under-addressed in the healthcare 

sector, and more practical efforts and academic research are certainly needed. This study 

contributed to filling this gap by using exploratory content analysis specifically to analyze CSR 

communication of hospitals, thereby providing an initial understanding of CSR engagement 

among hospitals in the United States. 
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Abstract 

 

Although mental illness constitutes a large part of the burden of disease, it is one of the 

least funded diseases in the United States. Guided by the theoretical frameworks of giving 

behaviors, causal attributions and perceived stigma about mental illness, a survey of 604 

participants found that altruistic personality traits and social capital have direct effects on 

individuals’ charitable behavior to mental health organizations. However, causal attributions and 

perceived stigma about mental illness might discourage the behavior. Theoretical and practical 

implications are discussed. 
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In July 2014, when the Ice Bucket Challenge went viral on social media all over the 

world, Adrian Hunter was preparing for an Ironman 70.3 triathlon to raise awareness and money 

for mental health causes. Due to troubles finding a regular walk, run, or fundraising event in 

honor of mental health at that time, he chose to raise awareness and money for the disease by 

competing in an Ironman triathlon. Adrian’s perceived difficulty on mental health donations 

raised questions about how fundraising efforts differ between physical and mental illnesses. In 

2017, Susan G. Komen, the largest and best-funded breast cancer organization in the U.S., 

received approximately $210 million from the public. Moreover, the National Alliance on 

Mental Illness, the nation’s largest grassroots mental health organization, received $12 million 

from charitable donations. The relative lack of public contributions may result in negative 

consequences for mental illness foundations and research (Goldenberg, 2017).  

Given that individuals contributed approximately 70% of all nonprofit organization 

donations (The Giving Institute, 2018), an analysis of individuals’ charitable giving behavior to 

mental health organizations is essential to propose a comprehensive guidance on implementing 

fundraising campaigns for foundations and communication practitioners. To the best of the 

author’s knowledge, although previous studies have provided helpful insights to understand 

nonprofit communication, few empirical studies have investigated the topic in health contexts, 

especially with regard to controversial and stigmatized diseases.  

The present study attempts to fill this gap by using a survey method specifically capable 

of exploring the effects of (a) the intrinsic (i.e., altruistic personality traits) and (b) extrinsic 

motives (i.e., social capital) on individuals’ giving behavior to mental health organizations. In 

addition, the previous literature suggested that individuals’ causal attributions and perceived 

stigma about a health problem significantly influence their interpretation of the problem and 

behavioral responses that follow (Corrigan, Markowitz, Watson, Rowan, & Kubiak, 2003). Thus, 

the present study seeks to understand the roles of causal attributions and stigma associated with 

mental illnesses in the relationship between donation motives and behavior.   

This study aims to provide theoretical contributions for public relations and health 

communication scholars and practical implications for communication practitioners, mental 

health advocates, and related nonprofit organizations. This study first advances a theory for 

public relations, health, and nonprofit communication scholars. Furthermore, it builds on existing 

literature to provide directions for future research in understanding individuals’ giving behavior 

to certain stigmatized disease foundations. In addition, the findings of this study will be arguably 

valuable for health nonprofit organizations that aim to increase awareness, support, and advocacy 

efforts related to certain diseases and illnesses. When the foundations are able to raise more 

funds from public contributions, they are able to make a strong impact on public health.  

Literature review 

Determinants of charitable giving behavior 

A substantial body of literature on philanthropic behaviors in social science disciplines is 

available. In the field of psychology, scholars have proposed a volunteer model to explain 

individuals’ motivated giving behavior (Penner, 2002). Motivation refers to the process that 

drives, guides, and continues goal-oriented behaviors, which serves as a fundamental to 

psychology (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Finkelstien, 2009). The literature suggests that the potential 

motivation of giving behavior can be distinguished into intrinsic and extrinsic orientations 

(Bennett, 2003; Sargeant, 1999). Intrinsic factors address the underlying psychological and 

attitudinal variables for giving behavior. Intrinsically oriented individuals volunteer because the 

action naturally interests or satisfies them. An individual engages in the activity for personal 
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interests or enjoyment. By contrast, extrinsic factors represent desires to obtain separable 

outcomes. Extrinsically oriented individuals participate in an activity for an instrumental value. 

Extensive literature has separately studied intrinsic and extrinsic motivations of giving behavior 

(e.g., Bekkers & Wiepking, 2011; Bennett, 2003). For example, scholars considered a sense of 

altruism as an intrinsic motivation, driving individuals to give to charities for positive feedback 

on their emotional well-being (e.g., Brown, Consedine, & Magai, 2005). Some studies suggested 

that involvement in associations, trust in community, and aspects of social capital are extrinsic 

motivations of giving behavior (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Scholars assumed that individuals perform 

giving behavior to “facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefits in one’s 

community” (Putnam, 1995, p. 67). Although a growing body of research has connected the two 

aspects of motivations to explicate individuals’ giving behavior to general charities (e.g., 

Finkelstien, 2009), extending our understanding about which motivations have an influence on 

giving behavior is nonetheless needed. To extend our understanding on charitable giving 

behavior to mental health organizations, the present study specifically examines the effects of 

intrinsic (e.g., altruism) and extrinsic motivations (i.e., social capital) on giving behavior.  

Altruism. Altruism is commonly defined as an unselfish concern for the welfare of other 

human beings, which fosters a personal trait of being willing to connect with others and help and 

take care of the happiness of others (Yalom & Leszcz, 1995). In economy and psychology 

disciplines, the spirit of altruism is self-sacrifice without a specific reward. Theoretically, 

individuals with a strong altruistic characteristic are likely to participate in charitable activities, 

such as volunteering and donating. A large body of research has verified this hypothesis, 

indicating altruism as a significant predictor of giving behavior. In a review on mechanisms that 

initiate giving behavior, Bekkers and Wiepking (2011) found that the positive relationship 

between altruistic motivation and giving behavior has been demonstrated in various studies. For 

example, Andreoni, Rao, and Trachtman (2017) proposed a new psychological model on the 

basis of altruism discussion to explain “warm-glow giving.” This theory states that individuals 

experience a sense of enjoyment and satisfaction by helping others. They posited that altruistic 

traits stimulate individuals’ sympathy or empathy in the mind of the potential givers/helpers, 

which in turn reduce the guilt for failing to give and gain emotional rewards for doing a good 

thing. Some psychologists concluded that individuals who are motivated to give via their 

altruistic traits are typically satisfied and pleased with the improvement of others’ welfare (Du, 

Qian, & Feng, 2014). Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed:   

H1: Altruistic traits positively predict charitable donation intentions. 

Social capital. Social capital is a multifaceted concept that refers to various factors, such 

as social networks, social trust, reciprocity, shared understanding, and shared values that 

“facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit” (Putnam, 1995, p. 67). Scholars have 

demonstrated that an effective public sector is formed on the basis of high levels of social capital 

in the society. Thus, community and political engagement enable government officials and 

citizens to be upright. The bonding relationship in the society motivates individuals to take 

actions for the public good. Putman (1993), whose work significantly contributed to shaping the 

discussion of social capital, argued that a lack of a well-established trust and connection in a 

community makes individuals unable to share resources or sacrifice self-interests for the public 

good. Given social capital’s function in facilitating collective actions, scholars believed that 

social capital plays an important role in stimulating individuals’ giving behavior in a community 

(Brown & Ferris, 2007). Overall, the investigation in understanding how social capital promotes 

sharing, generosity, and individual behavior for the public good has been well-established (e.g., 
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Bekkers, 2012; Brooks, 2005; Forbes & Zampelli, 2014; Wang & Graddy, 2008).  

To clearly explicate the impacts of social capital on individuals’ level of giving and 

volunteering behavior, scholars have developed a number of social capital measures that can be 

used in the analyses of charitable giving behavior. Brown and Ferris (2007) identified two types 

of social capital from the indices constructed in the Social Capital Community Benchmark 

Survey (SCCBS). These indices, namely, norms and networks, can be used in predicting 

individuals’ giving behavior.  

Norms. Norms are defined by the indices of social and interracial trust, which “creates an 

expectation that others will act on behalf of the common good” (Neilson & Paxton, 2010, p. 9). 

Trust in social capital concept does not refer to particularized trust that only exists between 

particular people but to generalized trust that is based on “a shared fate or moral value with 

others” (Uslaner, 2002, p. 2). Individuals with high generalized trust are likely to participate in 

civic activities because they have faith in the society (Taniguchi & Marshall, 2014), believe that 

one can make a difference in the society (Uslaner, 2002), and see civic engagements as moral 

obligations (Cheung & Chan, 2000). The generalized trust in people becomes a norm, and when 

individuals perceive that the norm performed by others is a prosocial behavior, they themselves 

are likely to cooperate in prosocial good games (Fischbacher, Gächter, & Fehr, 2001). The 

argument has been well applied in explaining individuals’ charitable behavior. Brown and Ferris 

(2007) found that people in the U.S. who have faith in others tend to perform giving and 

volunteering. Similar patterns were found in Europe and Asia. A study conducted in the 

Netherlands suggested that trust in other people positively predicts the levels of religious- and 

non-religious-related volunteering (Bekkers & Schuyt, 2008). A research studying the Japanese 

population indicated that people with high generalized trust are likely to give to charities 

(Taniguchi & Marshall, 2014). These discussions lead to the following hypothesis:  

H2a: Norm-based social capital positively predicts charitable donation intentions. 

Networks. Networks are reflected in the association measures of social capital, including 

involvement in formal groups and community leadership (Brown and Ferris, 2007). Putnam 

(2000) stated that “social networks provide the channel through which we recruit one another for 

good deeds, and social networks foster norms of reciprocity that encourage attention to others’ 

welfare” (p. 17). This argument suggests that social networks influence individuals’ charitable 

behavior (Apinunmahakul & Devlin, 2008; Jones, 2006; Paik & Navarre-Jackson, 2011). Group 

engagement helps individuals build a sense of connection with the society and expose them to 

more opportunities to give/help. First, “the sense of being connected with another or categorizing 

another as a member of one’s group” is one of the predictors of helping behavior (Jackson, 

Bachmeier, Wood, & Craft, 1995, p. 74) given that associational relationships allows individuals 

to see the needs of others. Second, individuals with large networks typically have informational 

advantages because they can receive information from various sources, which in turn increases 

giving opportunities and the likelihood of being asked to give/help (Glanville, Paxton, & Wang, 

2016; Lee & Brudney, 2012). On the basis of the literature in networks and giving behavior, the 

present study posits the following hypothesis: 

H2b: Network-based social capital positively predicts charitable donation intentions. 

Attribution. Attribution theory refers to a process by which individuals interpret the main 

causes of events or behavior, which helps explain when, how, and why individuals assign causes 

to their actions or behaviors (Weiner, 2000). This theory has become an important theoretical 

framework for understanding individuals’ helping behavior (Weiner, 1995). When individuals 

are asked to evaluate an event with negative outcomes, the underlying cognitive and affective 
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mindfulness that generates attributions influences their judgement of what happened and the 

attitudinal and behavioral responses that follow (Heider, 1958; Kelly & Michela, 1980). This 

factor results in individuals’ discriminative attitudes and behavior (Corrigan, 2000).  

A substantial body of evidence for attribution theory applied to helping behavior was 

well demonstrated decades ago (e.g., Corrigan et al., 2001; Dooley, 1995; Graham, Weiner, & 

Zucker, 1997). For example, Reisenzein (1986) found that perceived controllability of an event 

strongly predicts individuals’ willingness to help a person. In the case of class note sharing, 

individuals tend to help the person who was ill or had problem seeing the notes rather than the 

person who skipped the class to go to the beach. Schuman et al. (1997) found a similar pattern on 

attitudes toward racial minorities. This finding indicates that individuals who attribute 

minorities’ financial disadvantages to controllable causes, such as work effort and motivation, 

hold more discriminative attitudes. 

This framework has also been widely applied in an interdisciplinary field that involves 

social psychology and public health. For example, Weiner, who developed the form of 

attribution theory, and his colleagues demonstrated this argument by comparing people’s 

attitudes toward others with a variety of health-related issues (Dijker & Kooman, 2003; Weiner, 

Perry, & Magnusson, 1988). Such issues include behavioral illnesses, such as AIDS, obesity, and 

drug abuse, and biological illnesses, such as heart problems, blindness, and Alzheimer’s disease 

(Dijker & Kooman, 2003; Weiner, Perry, & Magnusson, 1988). When presented with two 

situations, namely, individuals with a behavioral illness and with a biological illness, people 

would have a greater intention to help those with a biological illness due to the lack of personal 

responsibility and controllability of the disease than those with a behavioral illness (Weiner et 

al., 1988). Similarly, attribution research on educating children with autism revealed that 

teachers tend to counsel and guide children when they believe that the children barely have 

control over their challenging behavior (Ling, Mak, & Cheng, 2010).  

The same patterns can also be found in the contexts of social rejection of mentally ill 

people. Corrigan (2000) suggested that attribution theory can be employed to explain 

individuals’ reactions when they encounter people with mental illnesses. Individuals tend to 

attribute less responsibility to mentally ill people when they perceive the situation as 

uncontrollable, thereby resulting in helping behavior (Corrigan, Markowitz, Watson, Rowan, & 

Kubiak, 2003). On the basis of the discussions in attribution theory and mental health, efforts to 

battle prejudice and discrimination associated with mental illness have embraced the approach of 

depicting mental illness as a biological illness of the brain (National Alliance on Mental Illness, 

2007).  

To better explicate the attribution process, scholars have divided causal attributions into 

three specific dimensions. In the process, the cognitive and affective structures in individuals’ 

mindsets may follow a pattern of attributing controllability, responsibility, or blame to the person 

who was involved in the negative event (Mantler, Schellenberg, & Page, 2003). Although 

attributions of controllability, responsibility, and blame are often treated interchangeably, many 

scholars have noted the differences across the three constructs (Fincham & Jaspars, 1980; Scultz 

& Schliefer, 1983). 

The attribution of controllability is a precondition of the attribution of responsibility 

(Weiner, 1995; Shaver, 1985). Before individuals assign a responsibility, they must first 

determine who had causal controllability by asking questions, such as whether the person knew 

the potential consequences of his/her behavior, whether the person intended to perform the 

behavior, or whether the person acted with external pressure. For example, mental illness may 
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automatically engender thoughts of immersing in negative emotions or behaviors that are 

personally under the control of the person instead of uncontrollable factors, such as negative 

childhood experiences or lack of finances (Weiner, 1993; Muschetto & Siegel, 2018). 

On the basis of the judgement of controllability, individuals decide the extent to which a 

party is held responsible for the negative event or behavior (Fincham & Jaspars, 1980), taking 

perceived intentions and circumstances into consideration. In the context of mental illness, a 

person’s responsibility for being mentally ill can be reflected by the fact that he or she did not 

have substantial control over the situation. 

The final step of assigning causal attributions is the judgment of blame, which is based on 

the presuppositions of controllability and responsibility. When a person has been found 

responsible for being mentally ill, then the evaluator determines whether the person is 

blameworthy, thus affecting helping or discriminatory behaviors (Heider, 1958; Rule & 

Ferguson, 1984). 

Mantler and colleagues (2003) concluded that attributions of controllability and 

responsibility are typically determined by cognitive structures that do not constrain helping 

behavior, whereas the attribution of blame is based on affective evaluations and personal values 

that may motivate negative responses. The sequential process of causal attributions explicates the 

mechanisms behind helping/giving behaviors (Cheung & Chan, 2000; Halbesleben, Bowler, 

Bolino, & Turnle, 2010). Thus, individuals may refuse to give or donate when they perceived 

that the negative situation should be controllable and the victims or disadvantaged people should 

be responsible and are blameworthy for their trouble (Cheung & Chan, 2000; Halbesleben, 

Bowler, Bolino, & Turnle, 2010). As reported in previous research, individuals’ helping behavior 

may be influenced by causal attributions. However, no investigations have been conducted to 

examine the role of causal attributions regarding mental illness in the impacts of individuals’ 

intrinsic and extrinsic motives on giving behavior. Thus, the present study asks the following 

initial research questions: 

RQ1: How do attributions of (a) controllability, (b) responsibility, and (c) blame 

moderate the effect of altruism on charitable donation intentions? 

RQ2a: How do attributions of (a) controllability, (b) responsibility, and (c) blame 

moderate the effect of norm-based social capital on charitable donation intentions? 

RQ2b: How do attributions of (a) controllability, (b) responsibility, and (c) blame 

moderate the effect of network-based social capital on charitable donation intentions? 

Stigma. The word “stigma” comes from the Greek word stizein, a distinctive mark placed 

on slaves as their identification and a symbol of insignificance in the social structure. Nowadays, 

stigma is used to describe an invisible but distinguishing mark that is given by social disgrace to, 

again, identity and devalue certain groups of people, such as mental patients (Arboleda-Flórez, 

2002). The existence of mental illness stigma can be traced back to Ancient Greece, a time when 

mentally ill people were considered a shame and weakness (Arboleda-Flórez, 2002). This 

concept has remained and penetrated into every culture until the present (Arboleda-Flórez, 

2002). The problem of what causes stigma is still unanswered, but its deleterious effects in the 

society are acknowledged (Corrigan & Watson, 2002). 

Mental illness stigma refers to negative perceptions and beliefs that create fear, rejection, 

avoidance, and discrimination toward people with emotional disorders (Corrigan & Penn, 1999). 

The discriminative attitude results in several negative consequences for people with mental 

illness, including low willingness to seek mental health care, failure to adhere to treatments 

(Corrigan, 2004), and increased difficulties in and rejection by the society (Corrigan, Bink, 
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Fokuo, & Schmidt, 2015). Overall, mental illness stigma matters because it “sets the context in 

which individuals in the community respond to the onset of mental health problems, clinicians 

respond to individuals who come for treatment, and public policy is crafted” (Pescosolido et al. 

2010, p. 1324).  

Stigma can be assessed in two dimensions: public stigma and self-stigma (Corrigan, 

2004). Public stigma refers to discriminative attitudes toward mental illness that are endorsed by 

the general public (Corrigan et al., 2015), such as stigmatized perceptions that consider people 

with mental illness as undesirable or socially unacceptable. The large-scale discriminative 

perceptions about mental illnesses can lead to problematic situations, including avoidance of 

treatments (Henderson, Evans-Lacko, & Thornicroft, 2013) and low prospects for recovery (Tew 

et al., 2012). By contrast, self-stigma, similar with the concepts of internalized racism or 

internalized homophobia, is the inner consequences of relating a person to negative stereotypes 

(Corrigan & Rao, 2012). Whether the level of discriminative attitudes and behaviors is exposed 

in the society or not, self-stigma is formed by one’s subjective perceptions of being devaluated 

and isolated that directly impacts his or her sense of self-esteem (Crabtree, Haslam, Postmes, & 

Haslam, 2010). Self-stigma is a type of mental illness that can be directly addressed by health 

professionals because of its inner impacts (Yanos et al., 2015). However, self-stigma is regarded 

as one of the most difficult aspects of stigma to overcome due to its effects that may lead to 

psychiatric impairment (Yanos et al., 2015).  

The negative relationship between stigma and helping behavior has been supported by a 

large amount of research. For example, Thornicroft et al. (2016) found that mental illness stigma 

can result in unwillingness to help. At an individual level, people can be less likely to hire, offer 

jobs, or lease apartments to those affected by mental illness (Vogel, Bitman, Hammer, & Wade, 

2013). At a structural level, healthcare resources allocated to the care of people with physical 

problems typically outweigh the care given to those with mental disorders (Thornicroft et al., 

2016). However, no research has investigated the impacts of stigma on individuals’ charitable 

behavior and its role in the relationship between individuals’ intrinsic/extrinsic motives and 

giving behavior. Thus, the present study asks the following research questions: 

RQ3: How do (a) public stigma and (b) self-stigma moderate the effect of altruism on 

charitable donation intentions? 

RQ4a: How do (a) public stigma and (b) self-stigma moderate the effect of norm-based 

social capital on charitable donation intentions? 

RQ4b: How do (a) public stigma and (b) self-stigma moderate the effect of network-

based social capital on charitable donation intentions? 

Method 

Study Design and Participants 

 This study employed an online survey methodology to explore individuals’ giving behavior 

to mental health organizations. An online survey was administered through a Qualtrics panel to 

include a nationally representative sample of the U.S. population. Each participant was given a 

consent form, which was approved by the university’s institutional review board. Data collection 

was completed in one week. A pretest was conducted using Amazon Mechanical Turk (N = 80) 

to test measurement wording, survey flow, and response time. On the basis of the response 

completion time and pretest completion time results, Qualtrics implemented a quality check 

measure where the participants who completed the survey in less than five minutes were 

removed from the final sample. Participants from the pretest sample were also not included in the 

final sample. 
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 The final dataset included 604 participants who successfully completed the survey. To 

gather data from representative categories, Qualtrics set up quotas for the age and gender 

categories. Specifically, a 50/50 gender split was requested, and equal responses within the 

following age categories were obtained: 18–24, 25–34, 35–44, 45–54, and 55+. Of the 497 

participants, 322 (53.3%) were male and 282 (46.7%) were female. Other demographic 

characteristics, such as education and income, are presented in Table 1. 

Measures 

Altruism. Altruism (Cronbach’s α = .89, M = 4.33, SD = .67) was measured using seven 

items adopted from Morgan and Miller (2002) and Webb, Green, and Brashear (2000). Items 

included “people should be willing to help others who are less fortunate” and “if I could help 

save someone’s life, I would do everything possible.” 

Norm-based social capital. Norm-based social capital consists of scores from social and 

racial trust on the basis of the SCCBS (Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, 2001). The 

concept was measured by identifying the extent to which participants trust (a) people in 

neighborhoods, (b) people at work, (c) people at church, (d) people who work in the stores, (e) 

police in the local community, (f) Caucasians, (g) African Americans, (h) Asian Americans, and 

(i) Hispanics or Latinos. A 5-point Likert scale where 1 = “none at all” to 5 = “a great deal” was 

used. Items for each measure were reliable and thus were combined to create a scale (α = .89, M 

= 3.23, SD = .79). 

Network-based social capital. Network-based social capital (α = .85, M = 3.21, SD = 

3.44) was measured by adapting the associational measures of social capital from the SCCBS 

(Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, 2001), including involvement in formal groups and 

political activities. Formal group involvement was measured by asking participants whether they 

joined certain groups in the past 12 months, such as a labor union, civil rights group, 

neighborhood association, and service-providing charity organization. Political participation was 

measured by asking whether participants have been involved in certain activities in the past 12 

months, such as attended a political meeting, signed a petition, and participated in any political 

action group. The concept was measured by counting the different types of groups in which the 

respondent was involved from the 16 types provided. On average, the participants were involved 

in three types of groups. 

Causal attributions. Causal attributions, including attributions of (a) controllability, (b) 

responsibility, and (c) blame, were measured by adapting Corrigan et al. (2003)’s attribution 

model of public discrimination toward persons with mental illnesses. Participants were 

administrated to read a vignette: “Harry is a 30-year-old single man who is struggling with 

mental health. He lives in an apartment and is an employee in a large company.” After reading 

the vignette, participants were asked to answer three questions regarding causal attributions. A 5-

point Likert scale where 1 = “strongly disagree” to 5 = “strongly agree” was used. First, the 

attribution of blame was measured with the response “I think it was Harry’s own problem that he 

is in the present condition” (M = 1.83, SD = 1.09). Second, the attribution of controllability was 

measured with the response “I think the cause of Harry’s present condition was controllable” (M 

= 2.77, SD = 1.09). Third, the attribution of responsibility was measured with the response “I 

think Harry was responsible for his present condition” (M = 2.40, SD = 1.18). 

Stigma. Public stigma (α = .78, M = 2.32, SD = 1.12) was measured using five items 

adapted from Taylor and Dear (1981). A 5-point Likert scale where 1 = “strongly disagree” to 5 

= “strongly agree” was used. Items included “it is best to avoid people who have mental 

problems” and “I would not want to live next door to someone who has been mentally ill.” Self-
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stigma (α = .86, M = 3.35, SD = .96) was measured by adapting a 5-point Likert scale where 1 = 

“strongly disagree” to 5 = “strongly agree” from Corrigan and Rao’s (2012) self-stigma of 

mental illness scale. Items included “I would be embarrassed or ashamed if I had a mental 

illness” and “people would discriminate me if I had a mental illness.” 

Donation intentions. Following previous studies that measured charitable giving 

intentions (Freeman, Aquino, & McFerran, 2009), the present study used one item to measure 

donation intentions. Participants were asked to answer the following scenario: “Participating in 

this study would give you a 5% chance of winning a $30 gift card, which would you choose, to 

keep it or donate some or all of it to mental health organizations? Please indicate how much of 

the $30 you would like to donate if you were chosen as the winner of $30.” The response options 

ranged from 1 = “$30 to me and $0 to mental health organizations” to 5 = “$0 to me and $30 to 

mental health organizations.” 

Controls. Participants who answered several questions related to demographic 

characteristics, including age, gender, and income, were included as covariates in the analyses. 

Results 

Tests of direct effects 

Our first three hypotheses (H1, H2a, and H2b) test whether intrinsic and extrinsic 

motives are positively associated with individuals’ charitable giving behavior to mental health 

organizations. The hypotheses were tested using a regression model, with donation intentions as 

the dependent variables. Intrinsic (i.e., altruism) and extrinsic motives (i.e., norm-based and 

network-based social capital) were included in the regression after controlling for demographics. 

Table 2 depicts that age is significantly negatively associated with individuals’ donation 

intentions, with young people having high intentions to donate to mental health organizations (β 

= −.17, p < .001). Individuals’ intrinsic and extrinsic motives had positive relationships with the 

dependent measures, supporting H1, H2a, and H2b. This finding indicates that being altruistic, 

believing in the system (norm-based social capital), and having strong associational relationships 

(network-based social capital) are associated with individuals’ charitable giving behavior to 

mental health organizations (β = .26, p < .001; β = .14, p < .001; β = .12, p < .001). 

Tests of moderation effects of causal attributions 

The predicting moderating roles of causal attributions on the direct effects of intrinsic and 

extrinsic motives as posited by RQ1, RQ2a, and RQ2b were tested using PROCESS macro 

(Model 1). This moderated procedure uses bootstrapped 95% bias-corrected CIs to test the 

effects in the model at the 16th, 50th, and 84th percentile values of the hypothesized moderator. 

Analyses related to RQ1 found no statistically significant interactions between altruism and 

attributions of controllability (β = −.01, p = .94), responsibility (β = −.03, p = .98), and blame (β 

= −.04, p = .59). 

Analyses related to RQ2a revealed statistically significant negative interactions between 

norm-based social capital and three attributions (controllability: β = −.37, p < .05, responsibility: 

β = −.41, p < .05, and blame: β = −.48, p < .01). The direct effect of norm-based social capital on 

donation intentions was dependent on the attributions of controllability, responsibility, and 

blame. Believing in the system has less effect on donation behavior when people tend to attribute 

controllability, responsibility, and blame to persons who are affected by mental illness.   

Analyses related to RQ2b found significant negative interactions between network-based 

social capital and all the three attributions (controllability: β = −.52, p < .01, responsibility: β = 

−.65, p < .01, and blame: β = −.49, p < .01). That is, having strong associational relationships has 

less effect on donation behavior when individuals tend to attribute blame, controllability, and 
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responsibility to mentally ill people.   

Tests of moderation effects of stigma 

The predicted moderating roles of stigma on the direct effects of intrinsic and extrinsic 

motives as posited by RQ3, RQ4a, and RQ4b were tested using PROCESS macro (Model 1). 

RQ3 asked whether perceived public stigma and self-stigma regarding mental health would 

affect the effects of altruism on donation behavior. The analysis results indicated a negative 

interaction between altruism and perceived public stigma (β = −.01, p < .001) and a positive 

interaction between altruism and perceived self-stigma (β = .21, p < .01). The direct effect of 

altruism on donation intentions was dependent on public and self-stigma. That is, being altruistic 

has less effect on donation behavior when people have strong public stigma about mental illness. 

However, being altruistic has large effects on donation behavior when people have strong self-

stigma about mental illness. 

Analyses related to RQ4a indicated no significant interactions between norm-based social 

capital and two types of stigma (β = .11, p = .11; β = 09, p = .097). Similar with the findings of 

RQ4a, analyses related to RQ4b did not find significant interactions between network-based 

social capital and two types of stigma (β = .13, p = .47; β = .15, p = .48). 

Discussion 

In an era of growing need for charitable donations, understanding individual giving 

behavior is an important step in the fundraising effort of nonprofit organizations, especially 

health-related organizations. By connecting individuals’ levels of altruism, social trust, social 

networks, donation intentions, causal attributions, and perceived stigma of mental illness, this 

study draws a new diagram of intrinsic and extrinsic motives and forces that affect giving 

behavior. The results of using a survey of 604 Americans have theoretical implications for public 

relations and public health scholars and practical implications for non-profit organizations, 

public relations and communication practitioners, and others to whom this issue may be 

important.  

To summarize the results, Americans who are relatively altruistic, believe in the system, 

and have strong associational relationships with the community are likely to donate to mental 

health organizations. This finding provides strong support to our main hypotheses that altruism 

and social capital foster giving behavior. These findings are similar to what some research has 

found in different charitable giving behaviors. In 1991, Unger found that an individual’s level of 

altruism impacts the level of engagement in charitable activities and the degree to which a person 

can help others through such activities. This argument has been consistently demonstrated in the 

past two decades (e.g., Du et al., 2014). In addition, our findings demonstrate the importance of 

norms and networks in determining giving behavior. Individuals who trust people in their 

community and the race and ethnicity and those who are actively involved in associations/groups 

tend to give more to mental health organizations. As Brown and Ferris proposed (2007), norm-

based and network-based social capitals matter in different forms of philanthropy, including 

religious giving, secular giving, and volunteering. The present study suggests that trusting others 

or having a strong relationship with the community is important in encouraging donations for 

mental health organizations. 

Another interesting and important finding is the moderating roles of causal attributions 

and stigma of mental illness. First, causal attributions diminish the effects of individuals’ social 

trust (i.e., norm-based social capital) and associations with groups (i.e., network-based social 

capital) on donation behavior. The networks of community and norms of trust should facilitate 

collective action, which in turn elicit charitable behaviors from individuals. However, causal 



 

 
 

217 

attributions may hinder the process. The motivations of performing collective actions generated 

from social trust and network may be diminished when individuals attribute problems to a 

specific person rather than the community or society. Although previous studies did not 

investigate the impact of causal attributions on social capital, the literature strongly supports the 

argument that individuals are less likely to help a person when the cause of the issue was internal 

and controllable (e.g., Weiner, 1980; Lee et al., 2014). Given the important role of problem 

attributions in mental health communication, the present study suggests that future surveys and 

empirical research on charitable behaviors to stigmatized diseases should specifically analyze the 

interaction between causal attributions and social capital. 

In addition to causal attributions, stigma played an important moderator role in this study. 

Perceived public stigma reduces the effects of altruism on donation intentions, whereas 

perceived self-stigma facilitates the relationship between the level of altruism and likelihood to 

donate. That is, even if an individual is altruistic, his/her willingness to donate to mental health 

organizations would be diminished when he/she possessed discriminative attitudes toward 

mental illness. By contrast, the likelihood of donations would be enhanced when he/she related 

himself/herself to negative stereotypes if he/she had a mental illness. Perceived self-stigma may 

generate compassion and empathy toward others, which in turn reinforces individuals’ altruistic 

motives and fosters prosocial behavior (Paciello, Fida, Cerniglia, Tramontano, & Cole, 2013). 

On the contrary, perceived public stigma hinders individuals’ supportive activities to avoid 

public judgement (Klemz, Boshoff, Mazibuko, & Asquith, 2015), which may diminish their 

altruistic personality traits in helping people with mental illnesses. However, the majority of 

previous research focuses on the impact of altruistic emotions and stigma on help-seeking 

behavior rather than helping behavior (Bathje & Pryor, 2011). Future research should continue to 

investigate the interaction between altruistic traits and different types of stigma that may lead to 

donation behavior (or a lack thereof) related to stigmatized illnesses.  

Overall, individuals’ causal attributions of mental health problems reduce the effects of 

their beliefs in the system and their ties with the community on donation intentions, whereas 

individuals’ perceived stigma reduces the effects of altruism on donation intentions. Although 

causal attributions and stigma failed to moderate intrinsic and extrinsic motives of donation 

behavior, some interesting patterns were found in the findings. The effect of social capital (i.e., 

extrinsic motive) on donation intentions is moderated by causal attributions, which is related to 

individuals’ perceptions on mental illness. On the contrary, the effect of altruism (i.e., intrinsic 

motive) on donation intentions is moderated by stigma, which is related to individuals’ 

perceptions about how the outer world perceives mental illness. As the literature suggests, 

although many studies have attempted to relate causal attributions and stigma, the two concepts 

play different roles in terms of their impact upon individuals’ behavioral responses (Bathje & 

Pryor, 2011; Crandall & Eshleman, 2003). 

The present study is important for public relations and public health scholars as it proves 

that altruism and social capital can be strong predictors of giving behavior. Furthermore, it 

provides a fresh look at the roles of causal attributions and stigma in determining whether money 

should be given to mental health organizations or not. A substantial body of literature has 

previously discussed the influences of various motivations on charitable giving behavior 

(Bekkers & Wiepking, 2011a). However, they largely neglected other external factors that may 

impact the relationships. Furthermore, previous studies mostly focused on religious or secular 

giving (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2011b) and overlooked other types of charities, especially health-

related nonprofit organizations. Thus, an important theoretical contribution of the present study 
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is the inclusion of causal attributions and stigma, which are the primary factors that influence 

individuals’ interpretation of mental illness and the behavioral responses that follow. The 

exploratory analysis sheds some light on this context and may be applied to fundraising efforts 

for other disease-related organizations.  

The results presented here have practical implications. To facilitate relationships with 

potential donors, public relations and communication practitioners should understand the factors 

that may encourage or impede individuals to participate in charitable activities. Based on the 

findings, fundraising campaigns can tap into altruism and social capital (i.e., social trust and 

connections with community) to encourage individuals to donate to mental health organizations. 

In addition, relevant campaigns should take causal attributions and mental illness associated 

stigma into consideration. This goal can be achieved in several ways. For example, campaign 

messages can depict and explain the importance of donations for mental health organizations and 

research to increase the altruistic motivation of donors. Given the moderating role of stigma in 

the relationship between altruistic motives and donation intention, relevant campaigns can tap 

into anti-public stigma messages, evoke empathy from self-stigma perceptions, and reinforce the 

reward of being altruistic toward people with mental illness. Second, mental health organizations 

can implement fundraising campaigns by providing participation opportunities that help establish 

individuals’ sense of connection to the organization. The networks may increase individuals’ 

trust and understanding of organizations’ mission and values, which in turn yields donations to 

the organizations (Wang & Graddy, 2008). Moreover, given the negative impacts of causal 

attributions on the relationship between social capital and donation intentions, the campaigns can 

tap into information that combats attribution bias while building relationships with potential 

donors in the community. Such campaigns may simulate individuals’ intrinsic and extrinsic 

motives for donations and reduce their concerns originating from attribution bias or perceived 

stigma about mental illness.   

Nonetheless, the present study has some limitations. The first limitation involves 

determining the direction of causality. The correlations found in our research may suggest but do 

not confirm any direction of causality. For example, the significant correlation between motives 

and donation intentions may indicate that altruism and social capital, as we hypothesized, can 

contribute to the increase in individuals’ donation intentions. The same correlation can also 

indicate a cross-causality relationship that altruism and social capital increase as a consequence 

of individuals having high donation intentions. In other words, individuals who contribute more 

or who would like to contribute may then generate more altruism or strengthen their ties to 

people and organizations. That is, the direction of causality is unclear in our study, and we 

should not rule out the possibility of an opposite causal direction when interpreting our findings. 

Another limitation of the sample in this study was the relatively low levels of some 

causal attributions (e.g., attribution of blame) and public stigma, which may be subject to social 

desirability. As previous research suggested, stigma related scales were most susceptible to 

social desirability response bias (DeLuca, Vaccaro, Seda, & Yanos, 2018). Although the 

significance relationships found in this study showed that small amount of stigma can 

significantly influence individuals’ charitable behavior, future research can employ behavioral 

measures instead of attitude scales to alleviate the impact of social desirability.  

Third, this study employed altruism and social capital to represent individuals’ intrinsic 

and extrinsic motives of giving behavior, respectively. However, the identification of other 

possible determinants of charitable behavior can be achieved, and exploration of their 

relationships with causal attributions and stigma is possible. The manner by which these possible 
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factors and relationships affect charitable behavior requires further investigation.  

Despite these limitations, this study is an important preliminary step in shedding light on 

why individuals decide to donate to mental health organizations. The findings help us identify 

the intrinsic and extrinsic motives associated with donation intentions and the characteristics of a 

stigmatized disease that can affect charitable behavior. This study may also help mental health 

organizations and communication practitioners to address the issue of the relative lack of 

monetary contributions from the society. 
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Table 1. Participants characteristics  

 N or M % or SD 

Age 44.85 17.5 

Gender   

    Male 322 53% 

    Female 282 47% 

Ethnicity   

    White 399 66% 

    African American 66 11% 

    Hispanic or Latino 90 15% 

    Asian 27 5% 

    American Indian or Alaska Native 6 1% 

    Other 12 2% 

Education    

     Less than high school 17 3% 

     High school graduate 153 25% 

     Some college 210 36% 

     Bachelor’s degree 156 26% 

     Master’s degree 51 8% 

     Doctorate or Professional degree 17 2% 

Income   

     Less than 20,000 95 16% 

     $20,000 - $39,999 171 28% 

     $40,000 - $59,999 131 22% 

     $60,000 - $79,999 75 12% 

     $80,000 - $99,999 54 9% 

     More than $100,000 78 13% 

Total 604  
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Table 2. Regression predicting donation intentions (N = 604) 

 Donation intentions 

Demographics  

Gender (female) .06 

Age -.17*** 

Income (less than 20,000) -.05 

Income (20,000 – 39,999) -.11 

Income (40,000 – 59,999) -.07 

Income (60,000 – 79,999) -.03 

Income (80,000 – 99,999) -.01 

Incremental R2 (%) 2.9*** 

Motives  

Intrinsic motive   

Altruism   .26*** 

Extrinsic motives – Social capital   

Norm-based social capital  .14*** 

Network-based social capital .12*** 

Incremental R2 (%) 12.2*** 

Total R2(%) 15.1*** 

Note: Entries are final betas (β) after all variables entered the regression.  

*** p < .001; *** p < .01; * p < .05 
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Abstract 

This study is an exploratory analysis of environmental, social and political activism 

messages within corporate social responsibility (CSR) efforts of an outdoor apparel brand. Using 

Patagonia’s Instagram channel as a case study, a directed qualitative content analysis explores, 

defines, characterizes and compares prominent themes, topics and categories within the growing 

trend of corporate political activism in two specific political contexts. 
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While basketball legend Michael Jordan likely never said "Republicans buy sneakers, 

too", the quote ascribed to him reflects a common sentiment for consumer product marketers: it’s 

better to stay away from political controversies so you can keep selling to both sides of the 

ideological spectrum (Barro, 2018). Keeping political ideology out corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) initiatives and the resulting communication campaigns has been a common 

practice among private American corporations for decades. But after the U.S. presidential 

election of Donald J. Trump on November 8th, 2016, it seems to have become a more prevalent 

phenomenon for private American companies to become both politically active and vocal about 

their actions and opinions.  

Past studies show that it has become increasingly crucial for global companies to both 

engage in and communicate their corporate social responsibility initiatives to key stakeholders, 

especially in the past decade. CSR messaging is important because it influences a consumer’s 

evaluation of the company and can impact their beliefs, attitudes and intentions to purchase 

(Becker-Olsen et al., 2006). Increasingly, there has been a new way to measure an organization’s 

sustainability and CSR performance by using a “triple bottom line” framework of environmental, 

economic and social (planet, profit and people) outcomes (Reilly, 2018). While much research 

has assessed businesses activation of the triple bottom line framework within their CSR 

practices, few studies have explored the relatively new dimension of corporate political activism 

(CPA) (Gaither et al., 2018).  

One such company that engages in this activist approach is Patagonia, Inc., an American 

sustainable outdoor clothing company founded in 1973 by Yvon Chouinard (Patagonia). 

Patagonia Inc. has consistently messaged their CSR initiatives over past decade in both subtle 

and overt ways, reaping financial success and earning the image as a leader of the sustainable 

movement in the apparel industry (Hwang et al., 2016).  

As the national political context changes with a new US presidential administration, so 

does the context in which Patagonia performs this identity, how they communicate this identity 

to key stakeholders and how those stakeholders assess their performance. As U.S. politics 

becomes further polarized, consumers are increasingly calling on businesses to take a stance on 

important politically charged social and environmental issues (Foroohar, 2016; Weber 

Shandwick, 2017). Companies facing rising pressure to comment on divisive political issues 

need research to explore how, when and why (Gaither et al., 2018).  

The purpose of this study is to 1) determine the characteristics of Patagonia’s corporate 

social responsibility communication strategy compared to their corporate political activism 

communication strategy 2) determine the primary themes and topic within each type of 

communication and 3) determine which themes are posted most frequently and receive the most 

engagement (likes, comments, and views) on Instagram. 

I used directed qualitative content analysis methods, described by Hsieh (2005), to 

answer my research questions. I collected the content in two phases, the two-year period prior to 

when president Trump was elected (2014-2016) and the two-year period after president Trump 

took office (2016 – 2018), which allowed for the demonstration of underlying trends within two 

important and different political contexts.  

My hope is that this research provides researchers with characteristics, definitions, 

categories and codes to use to conduct further studies on this topic, address a gap in the existing 

CSR literature by discussing the political implications of the field, and provide industry 

professionals with a case study and specific metrics that illustrate the potential outcomes of 

engaging in this type of communication strategy.  
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Literature Review 

In reviewing the various definitions of corporate social responsibility (CSR), research 

shows both overlapping and contradictory themes have been used to define this concept. Archie 

B. Carroll’s conceptual models have been used to define this concept and is some of the most 

cited CSR research over time.  

Carroll first defined CSR in 1979 as “encompassing the economic, legal, ethical, and 

philanthropic expectations that society has of organizations at a given point in time”. Early 

iterations of corporate social responsibility have a wide-ranging history and can be traced back to 

the industrial revolution in the United States, though research has shown that the concept of CSR 

is mostly a product of the 20th century, especially from the 1950’s to present time (Carroll, 

2008). The CSR field presents not only a wide variety of theories but also a number of different 

approaches, which can be controversial, complex and unclear (Garriga & Melé, 2004).  

Shift to the Triple Bottom Line Framework 

In the last decade, the definition of CSR has shifted focus towards integrating 

environmental, social and economic domains into an organization’s overall strategy formulation 

and corporate culture (Lee, 2009). CSR has become more about how companies are able to 

manage the business process so that an overall impact on society is felt (Baker, 2005). This 

includes the organization’s “commitment to minimizing or eliminating any harmful effects and 

maximizing its long- run beneficial impact on society” (Mohr et al., 2001). This shift brought 

about a new way to measure an organization’s sustainability and CSR performance by using a 

‘triple bottom line’ framework of environmental, economic and social (planet, profit and people) 

outcomes (Reilly, 2018). For competitive global businesses, it’s become important to not only 

practice CSR initiatives, but to communicate them to key stakeholders (Reilly, 2018). 

The Rise of Corporate Political Activism 

Within large body of CSR literature, researchers have steered clear of discussing the 

political dimensions that are both embedded within the basis of corporate social responsibility as 

a concept and that implicate businesses into politics through participation in a capitalist 

economic society (Kallio, 2007). Corner (2010), whose research focuses on social marketing 

theory as a strategy for climate change public engagement, argues that ‘no strategy of public 

engagement can be value-free, and social marketing is not ‘value-neutral’ at all – rather, it has 

the prevailing values of the dominant political rationality embedded within it’.  

Though corporations have long been involved in politics, through both direct and indirect 

ways such as lobbying, campaign financing and support for advocacy groups that focus on 

particular interests or policies (Sethi, 1975), the best practice for many decades was to keep this 

activity hidden from public view and scrutiny. However, the recent rise in the popularity of 

social media as a means of external corporate communication has made the role of business in 

politics more visible. As companies continue to face pressure from stakeholders to “pick a side” 

on divisive political issues, it’s important to ask why, when and how they do.  

A recent study by Gaither et al. (2018) examines the topics of corporate social advocacy 

and political activism through the case of DICK’s Sporting Goods and their recent stance on gun 

control reform. Using qualitative interviews and quantitative content analysis on 3,000 social 

media posts, they found that DICK’s actions extended beyond corporate social advocacy (CSA) 

into corporate political activism (CPA), partly driven by social media response and secondary 

stakeholders. Ultimately, they make the distinction between CSA as “speaking out against an 

issue” and CPA as “acting on an issue”. This study lays a foundation for more research to be 

conducted in this field, as this has become a more prevalent trend with US companies in 2018 
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and is expected to grow.  

Research Questions 

This literature exemplifies that there is a need to frame CSR research within the context of 

the triple bottom line framework, focused on sustainability measures. While much literature 

exists about CSR, very few scholars have focused on corporate political activism (CPA) in the 

context of social media communication, as this is relatively recent phenomenon. This gap 

informs the following research questions. 

• RQ1: What are the primary CSR themes and topics discussed on Instagram? 

o RQ1a: Which of these themes and topics create the most online engagement 

(likes, comments, views)? 

• RQ2: What are the primary CPA themes and topics discussed on Instagram? 

o RQ2a: Which of these themes and topics create the most online engagement 

(likes, comments, views)? 

• RQ3: What are the characteristics (manifest properties) of Patagonia’s CSR 

communication strategy? 

• RQ4: What are the characteristics (manifest properties) of Patagonia’s CPA 

communication strategy? 

• RQ5: What are the thematic strategy differences between how they communicate CSR 

vs. CPA posts? 

Method 

This exploratory research combines directed qualitative content analysis with a case-

study approach. To answer the given research questions, qualitative methods are the most 

appropriate. By qualitative research, I am referring to research with data that cannot be 

generalized to other populations and must only be used within the research that the data was 

originally gathered. Although it cannot be generalized, qualitative research provides important 

insights such as in-depth understanding of how specific people or organizations think and 

operate and a richer context in which to better explain findings (Stacks, 2011). Qualitative 

analysis can help researchers get beneath the surface of messages and identify the key themes 

relevant to the research questions raised (Creswell, 2013).  

Considering Creswell’s “Five Approaches to Qualitative Research” the two approaches I 

use to drive my research are phenomenology and case study. Phenomenological study is a 

qualitative method used to describe an event, activity, or phenomenon to understand the meaning 

of whatever’s being examined. Using this approach, researchers do not start with a well-formed 

hypothesis and build a dataset to look for emerging themes and additional data to validate 

findings.  A case study involves a deep dive into one topic through multiple types of data 

sources and can be explanatory, exploratory, or descriptive of an event. 

Directed Qualitative Content Analysis 

As Krippendorf (2013) states, “text is always qualitative to begin with [and] categorizing 

textual units is considered the most elementary form of measurement. Using numbers instead of 

verbal categories or counting instead of listing quotes is merely convenient; it is not a 

requirement for obtaining valid answers to a research question. A content analysis may result in 

verbal answers to a research question.”  

Qualitative content analysis goes beyond counting words to intensely examining 

language for the purpose of classifying large amounts of text into a number of categories that 

represent similar meanings (Weber, 1990).  These categories can represent either explicit 

communication or inferred communication. The goal of content analysis is ‘to provide 



 

 
 

229 

knowledge and understanding of the phenomenon under study’ (Downe-Wamboldt, 1992). 

Research has shown there has been an increasing use of content analysis as a rigorous way of 

exploring many important but difficult-to-study issues (Duriau et al, 2007). 

Directed content analysis is a deductive method that “uses existing theoretical concepts 

derived from literature to frame thematic analysis and help determine initial coding schemes and 

coding relationships (Gallagher, 2015). The goal of directed content analysis is to validate or 

extend conceptually a theory or theoretical framework (Hsieh, 2005). Assarroudi et al. (2018) 

proposes a 16-step method of data analysis for directed qualitative content analysis, which 

provides a reliable, transparent and comprehensive method. It is broken into three phases: the 

preparation phase, the organization phase, and the reporting phase. I based my methodology off 

the suggested method by authors of this paper, which I will describe here. 

Preparation Phase 

Sites: CSR research has pivoted towards examining corporations’ social media efforts 

within the last decade (Capriotti & Moreno, 2007) and the recent rise in social media has made 

the role of business in politics more visible (Gaither et al., 2018). For this study, I collected 

content from Patagonia’s corporate Instagram account. Instagram is a photo and video sharing 

social networking service, founded in 2010 by Kevin Systrom and Mike Krieger, and now owned 

by Facebook, Inc. It has over one billion monthly active users, as of June 2018 (Statista, 2018). I 

chose Instagram because it has Patagonia’s largest audience of all of their primary accounts 

(3.7M as of January 2019) and over 2,000 total posts to analyze.  

Sampling: This study will use a non-random purposive sampling strategy because as 

Schwandt (2001) explains, “there may be good reason to believe that ‘what goes on there’ is 

critical to understanding some process or concept, or to testing or elaborating established 

theory”. Purposive sampling is one of the most common sampling strategies within qualitative 

research. The sample size depends on the total population for each time period and is often 

determined on the basis of theoretical saturation (the point in data collection when new data no 

longer bring additional insights to the research questions) (Lindlof & Taylor, 2019). Purposive 

sampling is therefore most successful when data review and analysis are done in conjunction 

with data collection (Krippendorf, 2013). 

Time: I collected and analyzed Instagram posts within the boundaries of two timeframes: 

the two-year period prior to when president Trump was elected (2014-2016), which I call T1 and 

the two-year period after president Trump took office (2016 – 2018), which I call T2. This 

allows for the demonstration of the underlying trends within two important and different political 

contexts.  

T1: Oct. 1st, 2014 – Nov.15th, 2016 

• Total Population: 780 

• Purposive Sample Size: 181 

• 23% of total posts were 

sampled and analyzed during 

this time period 

T2: Nov.16th, 2016 – Nov. 30th, 2018 

• Total Population: 612 

• Purposive Sample Size: 121 

• 19% of total posts were 

sample and analyzed during 

this time period 
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Collecting: I manually scraped up to 300 Instagram posts using Microsoft Excel by 

copying and pasting post details such as the URL, post copy, engagement metrics (likes, 

comments, views), post characteristics and a screenshot of each post. As this research does not 

use human subjects directly, IRB and informed consent is not required. 

Organization Phase 

Manifest v. Latent: Based on my research questions, I decided to code for both manifest 

and latent categories. Manifest categories help define the characteristics of the communication 

strategy, while latent categories illuminate the similarities and differences between CSR and 

CPA communication characteristics. 

Unit of Analysis: The unit of analysis in this study is one single Instagram post. 

Categorization Matrix: Based on my research questions, I formed a matrix of main 

categories and subcategories deductively derived from previous research on CSR, CPA and from 

Patagonia’s statements on their corporate social responsibility programs.  I created categories 

that are directly expressed in the text or derived through analysis (Hsieh, 2005). I first coded all 

posts into CSR, CPA or non-CSR categories. Second, all posts were coded into subcategories 

based on elements of CSR and CPA initiatives in prior research and the corporate social 

responsibility program stated on Patagonia’s website. Specific elements of the triple bottom line 

framework – people, planet, profit – helped define the sub categories in each domain. Examples 

include product material quality, environmental impact of materials, labor conditions, 

environmental grants and support, using recycled materials, opposition to legislation, etc.  

Activism emerged in the pre-test as a prominent theme, so I coded each post for 

environmental activism, social activism, political activism or non-activism. To define the 

characteristics of each communications strategy, I coded each post with a latent topic (such as 

climate change, business practices, surfing) and manifest characteristics (use of a hashtag, 

geotag, the gender represented, if children are represented, logo appearance, etc.). It should be 

noted that my coding was based more on the post text and less on the post visual (photo/video), 

although both were considered for contextual purposes. 

Definitions of Categories: A goal of each subcategory, theme, topic and characteristic 

was to be mutually exclusive and exhaustive, meaning each post could only be coded with one of 

each and could not fall into multiple categories, themes or topics. CSR was defined as 

“commitment to minimizing or eliminating any harmful effects and maximizing its long- run 

beneficial impact on society’ (Mohr et al., 2001)”. Based on Gaither et al.’s (2018) research, 

CPA was defined as “extending beyond advocacy that supports a cause into how social issues 

should be addressed into the political sphere”. Non-CSR is any posts that were within the same 

campaign as other CSR/CPA posts, but did not specifically advocate for anything. A detailed list 

of definitions for each subcategory, theme and topic can be found within the codebook. 

Data Analysis: A coding scheme is a translation device that organizes data into categories 

(Poole & Folger, 1981). In the coding process, I organized large quantities of text into fewer 

categories and characteristics (Weber, 1990). Using a quantitative approach, I also measured 

each post’s engagement, which refers to the number of likes, comments or views received. To 

answer research questions 1a and 2a and to get a broader sense of trends, I used Microsoft Excel 

to provide basic descriptive analysis such as percentage, frequencies and the mean engagement 

for each category, subcategories, theme, topic and characteristic. I imported the dataset into 

NVivo 12, a qualitative data analysis software designed to help researchers organize, analyze and 

manage text-based or multimedia information, and used it to run word frequency and node 

comparison queries to get a sense of the most prominent themes and compare T1 against T2. 
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Storing: All media scraped for this study will be stored in a password-protected cloud 

account. Data will be kept indefinitely, for evergreen and legitimacy purposes, as social media 

sites tend to undergo unexpected changes. To comply with ethical sharing standards, the data 

will be made available to researchers seeking to replicate the study or research the data further. 

Results and Discussion 

Overall, these results help examine the primary themes, characteristics and differences 

between CSR and CPA communication during two different political contexts. Both the number 

of Patagonia’s CPA posts and engagement on those posts rose period over period. They contain 

characteristics such as using text within the visuals, calling out specific politicians and direct 

calls to action. The CSR post themes remain focused period over period on the materials used in 

products, how materials were acquired and the conditions in which products were produced. 

RQ1: Primary themes, topics and the top engaging CSR posts   

Environmental Impact: The majority of CSR posts primary theme is environmental 

activism campaigns during both time periods, with topics ranging from how Patagonia products 

are produced, the environmental impact of materials used and the use of recycled materials. 

Worn Wear, a program designed to help people repair their old gear, was popular in terms of 

post volume and total engagement in both T1 and T2, but more so in T1. One of the top engaging 

posts (in terms of total views) is about Worn Wear. 

 
Transparency: Posts that provided information and education about the traceability of 

product materials grew in T2, from 0 to 7% of posts and a mean engagement of 141,000. 

Patagonia launched their “FairTrade Certified Program” in T2, which aimed to increase 

transparency and provide information about worker wages and working conditions. One of the 

top videos was about FairTrade bikinis and boardshorts. 

Childcare: In T2, Patagonia promoted their on-site corporate childcare center, being a 

“family business” and the rights of both male and female parents. The policy existed and there 

was information about this practice on other communication channels in T1, but it was not 

communicated on Instagram until T2. 

RQ2: Primary themes, topics and the top engaging CPA posts   

Vote Our Planet: This campaign encourages people to vote for or against specific 

political issues, ballot measures or politicians that help the natural environment. It launched in 

September 2016 leading up to the 2016 presidential election and captured the highest average 

engagement of any T1 topic, with a mean of 100K and accounted for 14% of total posts. One of 

https://www.instagram.com/p/-mCAUcvs2q/
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the top CPA videos was part of the Vote Our Planet campaign. 

 
Public Lands: Most of the CPA posts in T2 focused on the Bear’s Ears National 

Monument debate, which also gained 18% of total views and 14% of total likes across all posts 

during this time period. Patagonia also promoted activism towards other “threatened public 

lands” more broadly, which captured the most total comments (38%) and total likes (23%) across 

all posts during this time period. The sentiment of this political activism was not captured in this 

study but is something further research should address. Two of the top CPA videos specifically 

call out Public Lands campaigns. 

Opposition to Legislation: Political activism was a primary engagement driver in both 

T1 and T2. Only 5% of the posts in T1 included political activism, but it had the highest mean 

engagement over environmental and social activism. This grew to 28% of the posts in T2 and 

still captured both the highest mean engagement (151K) and the most total comments, with 59%.  
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The top CPA post that both promotes public lands and opposes specific governmental legislation. 

It received the most likes (233,029) and comments (11,200) of any post during both time periods. 

 

RQ3: Characteristics of Patagonia’s CSR Initiatives and Communication Strategy 

Instagram Best Practices: The majority of their CSR communication follows general 

marketing best practices of Instagram and use the platform to its full potential. These include 

using a hashtag to organize specific themed content, using an @ tag to link to another profile 

(usually crediting the photographer/videographer) and providing some type of call-to-action 

(CTA), which was often something such as “click the link in our profile”, the profile URL being 

the only location on an Instagram profile where you can hyper link to an outside website. 

Mindful of Gender: Patagonia showcased 9% more females in their CSR posts than the 

previous period (13% in T2 and 4% in T1) and less males during T2 (9% vs. the 20% in T1). 

This seems like a deliberate strategy that falls in line with social movements (such as #MeToo) 

and a general trend in the outdoor industry to showcase more women and broader diversity.  

Product Centric: In outlining their CSR practices on Instagram, Patagonia often uses the 

way their products are made as a main theme. In both T1 and T2, 25% of their CSR posts either 

show or mention their products in the post caption or within the visual.  

https://www.instagram.com/p/BcTKr6Xl6I8/
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RQ4: Characteristics of Patagonia’s CPA Initiatives and Communication Strategy 

Text on Visuals: 17% of CPA posts had text on the visual (image/photo) in T1, which 

doubled into T2 with 35% of the posts. In this text, there is usually a call to action and 13% 

contained a Patagonia logo in T2.  

Calling out Politicians and Causes: Calling out politicians, specific pieces of land, 

causes and governmental agencies within their CPA posts was a more widely used strategy in T2 

than in T1, with all of these practices increasing period over period. 

Videos Drive Engagement: Video was used more extensively for CPA posts versus CSR 

posts, with 20% of total posts in T2 being CPA videos. It should be noted that this corresponds to 

trends within the Instagram platform, as video capabilities were not available until late 2015. 

RQ5: Thematic Communication Strategy Differences between CSR vs. CPA posts 

Advocacy to Activism: In researching Patagonia, it’s clear they have a long history of 

environmental advocacy and CSR practices. In T1, many of their activism-driven campaigns 

supported causes by proximity, by funding third party groups or athletes’ endeavors and 

promoting the resulting films (ex: Mile for Mile and Fisherman’s Son). In T2, Patagonia did not 

merely advocate for causes, but was the driving force behind the activism. 
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Grassroots Activism Language: In T2, the activism verbs used in post shifted towards 

language often found in grassroots causes, such as using the pronoun “we”, the noun “the 

people”, and verbs such as “march”, “speak up” “defend”, “protect”, “stand with” and “save”. 

CTAs = Education to Action: Between T1 and T2, there was a shift in the calls to action 

(CTA) of their posts. In T1, CTAs included phrases like “learn more” “watch” or “click the link” 

and started with a softer introduction to tough issues. In T2, they became more action oriented 

and direct, using phrases like “sign the petition”, “text this number” and “vote”. 

 

Table 1: Total Category Engagement for T1 and T2  

CATE-

GORY 

Total 

Posts 

Total 

Likes 

Total 

Comments 

Total 

Views 

Total 

Engagement 

Mean 

Engagement 

% of 

Posts 

% Of 

Likes 

% of 

Comments 

% of 

Views 

CSR 166 5,087,949 43,753 5,950,247 11,081,949 66,758.73 55% 54% 49% 41% 

CPA 114 3,464,833 40,970 8,115,532 11,621,335 101,941.54 38% 37% 45% 55% 

Non-CSR 21 808,723 5,443 613,101 1,427,267 67,965.10 7% 9% 6% 4% 

TOTAL: 301 9,361,505 90,166 14,678,880 24,130,551      
 

Conclusion 

As corporations continue to face public pressure to take a stand on political issues, it’s 

important to give both industry professionals and academics a framework in which to understand 

this phenomenon. The purpose of this study is to explore, better understand and define the 

characteristics of CSR and CPA communication, as shown through the case study of Patagonia’s 

Instagram within two time periods. 

Based on the results, it’s clear that when Patagonia engaged in corporate political 

activism discourse, their overall Instagram engagement was higher. They employed classic 

activism language techniques, such as making the issues feel inclusive, important and urgent, 



 

 
 

236 

with strong calls to action. They also considered current political contexts and events, which 

made their most successful posts timely and relevant. This shows that timing and context are 

important factors for companies to consider when deciding whether or not to take a public stand.  

In considering these results and researching Patagonia’ history, activism-driven 

messaging is embedded within their overall branding and corporate mission statement. The two 

differing political contexts, however, did prove to be meaningful in terms of the topic and 

characteristics of language used within a post, as well as the receptivity and overall engagement 

levels. Whether or not consumers agreed with the issues that Patagonia promoted, these posts 

garnered large amounts of attention and fostered online discussions. 

There are limitations with this study, as it only examined one corporation’s external 

communication strategy in one industry and cannot be generalized. It also only analyzed one of 

their four primary social media channels and did not analyze any secondary social media 

channels, other digital communication, or offline communication, which will likely have 

differing communication strategies, audiences and overall effects. Lastly, the coding and creation 

of categories using a qualitative approach with one researcher inevitably influences some of the 

methodological decisions and findings as a result of the researcher’s subjectivity.  

Future research should explore diverse industries, multiple communication channels and 

involve multiple researchers for improved reliability and validity. This study did not measure 

whether sentiment was positive or negative, which future research should consider. Building off 

these findings, it is important to examine the effects that these differing communication styles 

have on consumers. Using Gaither et al.’s (2016) study as a model, findings from this 

exploratory qualitative content analysis will be used to develop an a priori coding scheme for 

follow-up quantitative studies (Wimmer and Dominick, 2013). My hope is that this research both 

informs and spurs future quantitative and mixed methods analyses in this field.  
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Abstract 

This study examined the public’s emotions and other emotion-related responses in the 

Larry Nassar scandal using the Integrated Crisis Mapping model. By examining tweets generated 

by the public during the scandal, the findings provided both theoretical and practical suggestions 

for crisis communication managers and public relations professionals. 
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“I just signed your death warrant.” Stated Judge Rosemarie Aquilina as she told Larry 

Nassar when she sentenced him from 40 to 175 years in prison on January 24, 2018. About one 

year prior to the sentence, on September 12, 2016, Tim Evans of the Indianapolis Star broke the 

first story of the sexual abuse scandal of Larry Nassar, a former Michigan State University 

(MSU) employee, who was charged with three counts of felony criminal sexual conduct. Since 

the story broke, over 250 women have come forward and accused Nassar of sexual abuse 

(Hauser, 2018). This crisis has resulted in numerous victims of sexual assault and one of the 

most publicized mishandlings of an abuse case by a state university. 

The publicity surrounding this story has been extensive. Bloomberg notes that the Larry 

Nassar case may pose an even greater challenge for Michigan State University than the 

Pennsylvania State University’s Sandusky scandal (Smith, 2018). The Washington Post called 

the Nassar crisis one of the most tragic sexual abuse scandals in not only sport’s history, but 

perhaps in the history of the United States (Jenkins, 2018). The same article also attributed 

responsibilities to USA Gymnastics, the U.S. Olympic Committee (USOC), and MSU, claiming 

the organizations allowed Larry Nassar unsupervised access to young women athletes.  

Beyond the overwhelming attention in traditional media outlets, several remarkable 

events of the case sparked heated discussions on social media. For example, days after the public 

hearing, MSU trustee, Joel Ferguson, expressed support for former MSU president, Lou Anna 

Simon, in an interview and reminded the public that the university had more things going on than 

“just this Nassar thing” (Manzullo, 2018). The sentencing day was also emotional and dramatic. 

Judge Aquilina said “As much as it was my honor and privilege to hear the sister survivors, it 

is my honor and privilege to sentence you. Because, sir, you do not deserve to walk outside 

of a prison ever again.” From these quotes and theatrical moments, social media was flooded 

with various emotions, quotations, memes, gifs, and opinions concerning the decision of the 

courts, the victims and the perpetrator.  

Hardin (2014) called for more theoretical-based Twitter research in sports 

communication. Given the high priority of this athletic team doctor scandal and the substantial 

public reactions, it provides a unique opportunity to examine the emotions and coping strategies 

expressed by the public in light of the Integrated Crisis Mapping (ICM) model (Jin, Pang, & 

Cameron, 2012). This study contributes to the crisis communication scholarship in sports and the 

ICM model in three ways. First, the ICM model proposes that four emotions (anger, fright, 

anxiety, and sadness) are commonly expressed by the pubic during times of crises, and previous 

studies have limited the examination of discrete emotions on social media to those four (e.g., 

Brummette & Sisco, 2015). This study not only applies the ICM to a crisis in sports, but also 

attempts to expand the model by identifying new emotions expressed in Tweets that have not 

been previously included in the model.  

Second, coping strategies are a key component of the ICM model. Specifically, the model 

highlights the importance of coping strategies employed by the public as a psychological device 

to handle the emotions and cognitive discord resulting from a crisis. Once again, ICM has been 

employed in only a few studies examining social media platforms (Brummette & Sisco, 2015; 

Guo, 2017). This narrow application of the model to social media platforms provides several 

opportunities to examine a new crisis situation and at the same time evaluate how the coping 

strategies featured in the model align with those expressed by the public. We hope to assess the 

applicability of these coping strategies to this crisis.  

Finally, a crisis always involves discussion of the actors or parties responsible for the 
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situation. The ICM model briefly mentions the role of the attribution of responsibility in the 

examination of a crisis situation. There is a strong relationship between emotion and attribution. 

This study examines how to more thoroughly integrate attribution into the ICM model. In 

summary, it is the hope of the authors that the current study contributes to the extant literature on 

crisis emotions by expanding the discrete emotions based on a sports crisis situation and 

exploring coping strategies, as well as the relationship between emotions and attribution.  

Literature Review  

Mapping Discrete Emotions in Crises: The ICM Model  

In recent years, crisis communication research has been focusing on a public-driven 

approach, which puts a great deal of effort in finding out how the public’s reaction affects an 

organization’s response strategies (e.g., Coombs, 1998; Choi & Lin, 2009; Kim & Niederdeppe, 

2013; Jin et al., 2012). One particular line of research has integrated the public’s emotional 

responses into the audience-centered approach, and has gained increasing popularity among 

researchers (Coombs & Holladay, 2005; Jin, 2010; Jin, Liu, Anagondahalli, & Austin, 2014). 

This line of research is important in crisis communication as emotions may “facilitate or negate 

the effectiveness of the various crisis response strategies” (Coombs & Holladay, 2005, p. 274). 

Researchers have focused on exploring discrete emotions rather than general positive or negative 

emotions and how these emotions interact with other key variables such as predictability, 

controllability, and coping in crisis situations (Jin, 2010).  

Several studies have made significant contributions to the development of crisis emotion 

research. To understand what emotions are experienced and expressed by the public so that the 

organizations involved in the crisis can develop appropriate strategies to address needs, Jin and 

colleagues (2012) proposed an emotion-based model of crisis communication, the ICM model 

(Jin et al., 2012). The ICM model argued that in a crisis situation, “emotions are one of the 

anchors of the publics’ interpretation of the unfolding and evolving events” (Jin et al., 2012, p. 

268). That means, the public’s perception, evaluation, and interpretation of events is related to  

emotions. Building upon Lazarus’ (1991) cognitive appraisal theory in emotion research, the 

ICM model was posited on four quadrants based on two axes, with the X-axis indicating the 

public’s coping strategy, and the Y-axis indicating the organizations’ level of engagement. 

Scholars in this field (e.g., Jin, 2010; Jin et al., 2012) explicated and tested the four core negative 

emotions most likely to be triggered by various crisis types from a cognitive appraisal 

perspective: anger, sadness, fright, and anxiety. For example, anger was experienced when 

individuals were offended by an organization or they perceived something threatening their well-

being (Jin, 2010).  

In regards to discrete emotions experienced and expressed directly by the public on social 

media, there is a question as to whether there are any other emotions in addition to the four 

emotions plotted in the ICM model. Brummette and Sisco’s (2015) study was one of the few that 

examined emotions on Twitter, but it only examined the four emotions outlined in the ICM 

model. Jin et al. (2012) called for more emotions to be examined other than the four emotions in 

the ICM model. Guo (2017) also pointed out the importance of studying positive emotions in 

crisis situations. In the emotionally-charged Nassar case, it is highly possible that people express 

a wider range of mixed emotions toward Nassar, the organizations involved, and the victims, 

including positive ones. Thus, the first research question attempts to directly examining what 

emotions Twitter users expressed in response to this high-profile sports crisis:   

RQ1: What emotions did the public express through their tweets about the Nassar case? 

Coping as an Important Concept in Crisis Emotion Research  



 

 
 

242 

Because the line of crisis emotion research is built upon the cognitive appraisal 

framework, scholars in this research area also examined the relationship of emotions and some 

key appraisal-related variables such as crisis responsibility, crisis controllability, crisis 

predictability, and coping (e.g., Coombs & Holladay, 2005; Choi & Lin, 2009; Jin, 2009, 2010; 

Jin & Hong, 2010; Jin et al., 2008; Guo, 2017). Coping is a key concept in the appraisal theory of 

emotions (Jin, 2010; Jin & Hong, 2010).  

Lazarus and Folkman (1984) first introduced two types of coping, problem-focused (i.e., 

to change the stressful environment through action) and emotion-focused (i.e., to regulate an 

individual’s emotional status). Duhachek (2005) argued that the problem- and emotional-focused 

dichotomy of coping oversimplified reality. Grounded in consumer research, Duhachek (2005) 

developed an eight-dimensional coping construct in three higher hierarchical categories: active 

coping (action, rational thinking, and positive thinking), expressive support seeking (emotional 

support seeking, instrumental support seeking, and emotional venting), as well as avoidance 

(avoidance and denial).  

Building upon Lazarus’ (1991) cognitive appraisal theory, crisis communication 

researchers (Jin et al., 2008; Jin et al., 2012) posited that the public engaged in two types of 

coping during a crisis, namely problem-focused coping, and cognitive-focused coping. The 

former involved actual steps likely to be taken by the public to change the current situation or 

relationship between the organization and the public, while the later involved a cognitive level of 

interpretation of the crisis situation.  

Understanding the public’s coping preference can help crisis communication practitioners 

and managers better facilitate public coping (Jin et al., 2012). Jin et al. (2012) reported the public 

mostly engaged in conative coping by examining the public’s emotions and coping strategies as 

was evident in the news coverage of five major U.S. newspapers. According to the authors, one 

of the limitations of this study was that analyzing news stories was an indirect way to understand 

public emotions and coping strategies. Although prestigious newspapers were often at the 

forefront of reporting a crisis, the stories “are filtered through the eyes of journalists who may 

frame issues according to their perceptions of what had happened” (Jin et al., 2012, p. 290). This 

begs the question as to whether other coping types such as emotional and cognitive coping are 

also frequently used on a platform where the public can act as “self-publishers”. Social media 

such as Twitter provide an ideal platform for the public to express their own feelings and coping 

methods directly (as opposed to the gatekeeping role of news outlets) and timely (as opposed to 

the publishing cycle of news media). Therefore, the second question focuses on examining 

public coping on social media.  

RQ2: What coping strategies did the public use through their tweets about the Nassar 

case? 

Further Examining Crisis Responsibility in the ICM Model 

Weiner’s (1986) attribution theory posited that people needed to assign responsibility to 

an actor(s) or organization(s) for a negative event. In the context of crisis communication, 

Coombs (1998) defined crisis responsibility as “the degree to which stakeholders blame the 

organization for a crisis event” (p. 180). One of the primary outcome variables of the Situational 

Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) was crisis responsibility (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). 

The link between attribution and crisis communication strategies developed by crisis managers 

has been examined within the theoretical framework of SCCT (e.g., Coombs & Holladay, 2004). 

This stream of research also explored how attributions can shape public perception, attitudes, and 

behaviors toward an organization, as well as how an organization’s reputation will be affected 
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(e.g., Coombs & Holladay, 2004; Schwarz, 2012).  

A few studies attempted to further explore the relationship between emotion and 

attribution, and to categorize emotions based on crisis responsibility (Choi & Lin, 2009; Jin et 

al., 2014). Based on attribution theory and the SCCT model, Choi and Lin (2009) empirically 

explored two types of emotions, attribution dependent and attribution independent emotion. They 

found that anger, fear, surprise, worry, contempt, and relief were associated with crisis 

responsibility attribution, which were identified as attribution dependent emotions. Jin et al. 

(2014) further extended Choi and Lin’s (2009) types of emotions experienced during crises, 

adding a third layer, internal-attribution-dependent emotions.  

Choi and Lin (2009) and Jin et al. (2014) not only examined discrete emotions likely to 

be experienced by the public during crises, more importantly, they attempted to establish a 

relationship between emotions and crisis responsibility attribution. As Jin et al. (2014) suggested, 

“attribution…seems to be the fundamental factor for grouping different crisis emotions” (p. 315). 

This notion further advanced the traditional negative or positive emotion analysis in crisis 

communication research, and shed light on the relationship of discrete emotions and attribution, 

regardless of the valence of the emotion (Jin et al., 2014). However, both studies did not 

distinguish between levels of responsibility or actors responsible for the crises. Jin et al. (2014) 

called for a multidimensional construct of crisis responsibility. In a complex case such as 

Nassar’s, multiple entities were held responsible by the public (i.e., Nassar, MSU, USA 

Gymnastics). It is important to examine whether the public attribute more responsibilities for the 

crisis to individuals or organizations. In some crisis cases, the public might mainly blame the 

individuals who did the wrongdoing while ignoring any organizational-level responsibilities. In 

other cases, the public might hold the organizations that enabled the individual responsible for 

the crisis. If that was the case, the organizations would be forced to use crisis response strategies 

to protect their reputation. Therefore, understanding the public’s different levels of responsibly 

attributions would assist crisis communication decision makers in developing appropriate 

strategies based on the public’s attribution decision. An, Gower, and Cho (2011) examined how 

news media used individual- and organization-level responsibility frames when reporting crises. 

More recently, Starke and Flemming (2017) explored how German newspapers used individual- 

or organization-level responsibility frames when discussing doping in sports. However, little is 

known about how the public attribute different levels of responsibilities directly on social media. 

Therefore, the next research question intends to fill-in this gap in the literature.   

RQ3: How did the public express individual-level and organizational-level responsibility 

attributions on Twitter about the Nassar case? 

In addition, the ICM model advanced crisis communication research by putting public 

emotions at the center of crisis communication research. However, the connection between 

emotions and attribution is only briefly mentioned. More work is needed to find out how to 

incorporate attribution into the current ICM framework. In reality, attribution and emotion can be 

spontaneously and simultaneously triggered by a crisis event, and can be further expressed on 

social media platforms. This study will explore how different emotions are expressed based on 

responsibility attribution.  

RQ4: How did the public express emotions differently based on the attribution of 

responsibility? 

Method 

Sampling 

Tweets were collected from January 24 to January 28, 2018. The timeframe was selected 
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based on the real-world events and literature. Larry Nassar was sentenced by Judge Rosemarie 

Aquilina on January 24, 2018. Previous studies had shown that a minimum of one day of data 

collection on Twitter was acceptable concerning the large amount of tweets produced (e.g., 

Brummette & Sisco, 2015). The keyword “Nassar” was selected to capture any mention of the 

crisis situation. This keyword was chosen to ensure that a comprehensive sampling frame was 

produced. The Twitter archive service, Sifter, was used to acquire the initial sampling frame 

(9,599 tweets in total). Then a systematic random sample of 3,400 tweets were extracted to code. 

312 tweets were discarded from this sample due to the tweet being off topic. As a result, 3,088 

tweets were coded.  

Coding Scheme 

Emotions. Subcategories in this category included six discrete emotions: anger, anxiety, 

disgust, fright, joy, sadness, and other emotions. These subcategories were inspired by the ICM 

model, previous work (e.g., Choi & Lin, 2009; Guo, 2017; Jin et al., 2014), and the particular 

crisis situation in this study. Each tweet was coded for as many emotions as was expressed. The 

last subcategory, other emotions, was used when a tweet expressed an emotion that was not 

included in the above list.  

 Coping strategies. Coping strategies was adopted from prior literature (e.g., Brummette & 

Sisco, 2015; Duhachek, 2005; Guo, 2017; Jin & Hong, 2010; Jin, 2010; Jin, Pang & Cameron, 

2010). This category comprised of the following subcategories based on three types of coping 

strategies: emotional, cognitive, and conative coping. The specific coding items were: rational 

thinking, positive thinking, denial, avoidance, emotional support, emotional venting, and action. 

Rational thinking was coded when a tweet expressed ways of making sense of the crisis. Positive 

thinking was coded when tweets featured content that downplayed stressors and highlighted 

good things. Tweets expressing denial were clearly denying that the event occurred or that the 

actors in the crisis conducted specific behaviors. Avoidance was coded when a tweet attempted 

to impart distance (psychological or physical) between themselves and the crisis situation. 

Emotional support was coded when a tweet expressed how an individual felt, or attempted to 

improve their emotional and/or mental state by connecting with other users. Emotional venting 

was coded when the tweet attempted to express any emotions. The final coping strategy, action, 

was coded when a tweet provided tangible recommendations or actual steps to a solution for the 

crisis. Avoidance was originally developed in the codebook but was dropped later in the final 

data analysis due to extremely low frequencies.  

 Attribution of responsibility. Tweets were coded for attribution of responsibility. 

Specifically, if the tweet mentioned one or more of the actors/organizations involved in the 

crisis. The list of actors for this category were derived from past work in this field (e.g., An & 

Gower, 2009; An et al., 2011; Schwarz, 2012). Based on An and Gower’s (2009) work, we 

divided the entities into two levels, individual- and organization-level. In terms of the individual- 

level of entities, we identified the following actors: Larry Nassar, the former MSU President, and 

other individuals. In terms of organizations, we identified MSU, the USOC, NCAA, USA 

Gymnastics, and other organizations. 

Intercoder reliability 

The authors of the article served as coders for the study. The two coders were trained and 

test coded the variables during multiple sessions. These sessions allowed the coders to learn the 

coding items and to resolve any conflicts. They selected 10% of the sample that did not overlap 

with the actual data and coded separately for intercoder reliability calculations. Cohen’s Kappa 

(Cohen, 1960) were between 0.50 (moderate agreement) and 0.78 (substantial agreement) for all 
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items. The percentage agreements were between 82.5% and 96.0%. The coders then split the 

sample into half and coded separately.    

Results 

Emotions Expressed about the Nassar Case (RQ1) 

The most frequently exhibited emotion through the tweets was anger (n = 974, 31.6%), 

followed by disgust (n = 898, 29.1%), and joy (n = 860, 27.9%). The remaining tweets expressed 

sadness (n = 90, 2.9%), anxiety (n = 11, 0.4%), fright (n = 5, 0.2%), and other emotions (n = 492, 

15.9%). A total of 591 tweets expressed no emotions (19.1%. See Table 1).  

Coping Strategies Used by the Public (RQ2) 

The predominate coping strategy was emotional venting (n = 2,396, 77.6%), followed by 

positive thinking (n = 762, 24.7%), and rational thinking (n = 527, 17.1%). The remaining tweets 

used emotional support (n = 220, 7.1%), action (n = 19, 0.6%), and denial (n = 6, 0.2%. See 

Table 1).  

Individual- and Organizational-Level Responsibility Attribution (RQ3) 

The majority of the tweets contained at least one responsibility attribution (n = 1,842, 

59.7%). Over half of the tweets expressed individual-level attribution (n = 1,657, 53.7%). 

Among those tweets, 1,415 tweets (45.8%) blamed Nassar, and 116 tweets (3.8%) blamed the 

former MSU president. There were a small number of tweets (n = 235, 7.6%) blaming other 

individuals such as the athletic department director. Only 222 tweets expressed organizational 

level attribution (7.2%). Among those tweets, 139 (4.5%) blamed MSU. Only 54 tweets (1.7%) 

blamed USA Gymnastics, and the NCAA was held responsible in 42 tweets (1.4%). The USOC 

received the smallest amount of responsibility attributions (n = 19, 0.6%. See Table 1). 

[Insert Table 1 about Here] 

Emotions Expressed Based on the Attribution of Responsibility (RQ4) 

This study found a significant difference of emotions expressed on Twitter when 

attribution of responsibilities was present/absent. When attribution of responsibilities was 

present, anger (n = 897, 92.1%) and disgust (n = 842, 93.8%) were most frequently expressed. 

However, when attribution of responsibilities was absent, joy (n = 574, 63.3%) was likely to be 

expressed (Table 2).  

[Insert Table 2 about Here] 

Discussion 

Public Emotions Regarding the Sentencing of Nassar on Twitter  

The current analysis pointed out the necessity to incorporate positive emotions in the 

crisis emotions research. Other scholars also advocate adding positive emotions to the ICM 

model. Drawing from research in social psychology, Kim and Niederdeppe (2013) advocate the 

importance of examining positive emotions which often co-occur alongside negative ones and 

play an important role in crisis coping. Most recently, Guo (2017) qualitatively examined how 

positive emotions, such as gratitude, fearlessness, determination, hope, pride, and joy, emerge 

after the Boston bombing. The research recommended adding the positive emotions to Quadrant 

3 of the ICM model. Our findings concur with the previous studies’ suggestion (e.g., Kim & 

Niederdeppe, 2013; Guo, 2017), and specifically in this case, reveal that joy is one of the most 

predominant emotions. This study also demonstrates the importance for researchers to 

methodologically employ grounded theory in the creation of coding categories identifying 

emotions during the coding process. 

Regarding practical implications, the findings indicate that for sports communication 

managers, they need to know how to prioritize their limited resources in relation to the public’s 
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emotional reactions. The majority of the tweets are emotionally charged immediately after the 

sentencing. That means sports communication managers need to figure out what emotions are 

dominating public conversation. Then they need to craft messages that address these emotions to 

reduce the public’s stress level, before any concrete steps are proposed. Furthermore, these 

findings point out the importance of social media monitoring of public emotions, before and after 

the crisis event occurs.  

How the Public Cope in the Nassar Case  

Responding to Jin and Hong’s (2010) call for more research on public coping in crises 

via social media, the current analysis reveals that the public mainly engaged in two types of 

coping strategies, cognitive (rational and positive thinking) and affective (emotional venting). 

Some tweets showed positive thinking, conveying strength and hope for the victims of sexual 

abuses. Also, almost one-fifth of the public engaged in rational thinking. Some tweets questioned 

the responsibility of major organizations such as MSU, the USOC, and the USA Gymnastics. 

Such voices go beyond complaining or emotional venting. As Jin and Hong (2010) note, rational 

thinking allows the public to cope with a crisis by making plans that may reduce stress and 

negativity. For example, questioning organizational responsibilities is a logical cognitive process 

that would decrease the public’s stress in the crisis.  

Our findings find emotional and cognitive copings are more evident than conative 

coping. Immediately after the sentencing, Twitter users did not engage in approach- and action-

oriented coping, such as considering how to solve the problem and taking direct action. This 

finding departs from Jin and colleagues’ (2012) application of the ICM model, and Guo’s (2017) 

qualitative analysis, which finds conative coping is dominant. The conflictive findings can be 

explained in several ways. First, Jin and colleagues’ (2012) study content analyzed news stories 

in major newspapers. Significant differences exist between news coverage and tweets. For 

example, news stories allow an in-depth investigation of a crisis, whereas Twitter limits user 

expression to 280 characters. Second, news stories may be action oriented. As Jin and 

colleagues’ (2012) argued, “conative-based strategies…are often preferred, and recorded” (p. 

287) by the public. Finally, the news stories may contain agenda-setting/framing elements while 

tweets are more individualistic and are less likely to advance a specific agenda. These 

differences, although unavoidable, point out an important direction for crisis communication 

managers and practitioners. It is insufficient if just one type of media content is examined and 

monitored during a crisis. This activity may lead to misrepresentation and misinterpretation of 

the reality of public coping. Therefore, it is recommended that both traditional and social media 

be monitored for public sentiment to facilitate organizational level strategies and tactics to assist 

in public coping.  

It is possible that Twitter users are not sharing actions on social media as they perceive 

Twitter predominantly as a self-expression platform. However, it does not mean actions are not 

executed offline. For example, an alum may stop donating to MSU because of disappointment, 

but this may not be expressed on social media. An implication for crisis managers is that they 

should closely survey social media, but this activity should be used conjunctionally with other 

issues management strategies, such as survey of public opinion about action intendancy.  

Emotions and Crisis Responsibility  

Analyzing the level of responsibility attribution can help us paint a picture of who the 

public believe should be responsible for the crisis situation, especially when multiple entities are 

involved. Although MSU and other organizations were mentioned frequently in the news media, 

our finding reveals that only a small portion of responsibility attribution are targeted at the 
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organization level such as MSU, USOC, and USA Gymnastics. The majority of the tweets are 

focused on the individual-level, mainly blaming Nassar. This finding implies that in the first 

several days after the sentencing, few members of the public are thinking about the role of 

organizations in enabling the individual. This is a time window that the involved organizations 

should act proactively to prepare for the possibly forthcoming attribution, and develop messages 

that might change public’s attitude. Coombs (2010) notes that often times, crisis managers use 

dissociations in hopes to reduce the overall threat to an organization’s reputation. If the public 

accept an individual-group dissociation, then the public infers that the organization is not bad, 

just some people inside the organization (Coombs, 2010). It was beyond the scope of this paper 

to analyze the crisis strategies employed by MSU, USOC and USA Gymnastics, whereas, this 

finding begs to question whether these organizations successfully used an individual-group 

dissociation strategy. More research would be necessary to examine if the media sparked this 

dissociation.  

The differences of emotions expressed by attribution revealed in this study provided 

important practical implications for sports communication and crisis managers. If the public hold 

the organization or individual responsible, the major emotions expressed by the public on social 

media are negative emotions such as anger and disgust. From a SCCT standpoint, when the 

individual or organization are at fault, more accommodative responses are recommended to calm 

the public and fix the relationship. Coombs and Holladay (2004) suggested that more 

accommodative crisis response strategies were recommended when the public assign greater 

attributions of crisis responsibility. Practitioners and crisis managers should pay part icular 

attention when the public predominantly express anger and disgust and when they are clear about 

who should be held responsible for the crisis. Future corrective action should be incorporated 

into message development to protect organizational reputation. In the Nassar case, for example, 

it is possible that involved organizations such as MSU and USA Gymnastics could first express 

sympathy to the victims and support the decision of sentencing Nassar to mitigate any negative 

impact to the organization. Feelings of sympathy can “make it easier for an organization to 

engender potential supportive behavior from stakeholders” (Coombs & Holladay, 2005, p. 274). 

Then they should develop key points such as future steps and corrective actions to prevent the 

similar tragedy from happening within the organization. This strategy may help the organizations 

gain public support and protect the organizations’ reputation.  

Segmenting and categorizing emotions based on crisis responsibility attribution can be a 

challenging task. The challenge lies in two aspects. First, emotions are often interrelated and can 

hardly be separated into clear-cut clusters (Jin et al., 2014). This can be understood from the 

mixed findings of previous studies (e.g., Choi & Lin, 2009; Jin et al., 2014). Second, new 

emotions may be added to the model depending on the crisis situation (such as joy in the current 

study). However, this study, along with previous research, provides meaningful first steps for 

sports communication managers and practitioners to better understand public emotions, and thus 

developing effective response strategies in accordance with the public’s emotional status and 

crisis attributions.  
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Table 1 

Frequencies of Emotions, Coping Strategies, and Attribution of Responsibilities 

 

 

 

  

 Emotions  Count % 

 No emotion 591 19.1 

 Anger  974 31.6 

 Disgust  898 29.1 

 Joy  860 27.9 

 Sadness  90 2.9 

 Anxiety  11 0.4 

 Fright  5 0.2 

 Other emotions  492 15.9 

 

Coping strategies 

 
  

Cognitive coping  Positive thinking  762 24.7 

 Rational thinking  527 17.1 

 Denial  6 0.2 

Emotional coping Emotional venting  2,396 776 

 Emotional support 220 7.1 

Conative coping   Action  19 0.6 

 

Responsibility attributions 

 
  

Individual-level  Nassar  1,415 45.8 

 The former MSU 

president 
116 3.8 

 Other individuals  235 7.6 

Organization-level MSU 139 4.5 

 USA Gymnastics 54 1.7 

 NCAA 42 1.4 

 The USOC 19 0.6 
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Table 2 

Chi-square Tests Results on Comparisons of Emotions and Attribution of Responsibilities 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Emotions  
 

Attribution 

present  

Attribution 

absent  

χ² (df=1) p 

Anger  Count 897 77 621.68 0.00  
%  92.1 7.9   

Disgust  Count 842 56 611.71 0.00 

 %  93.8 6.2   

Joy  Count 286 574 345.61 0.00 

 %  33.3 66.7   

Sadness  Count 57 33 0.52 0.47  
%  63.3 36.7   

Anxiety  Count 5 6 0.93 0.34  
%  45.5 54.5   

Fright  Count 5 0 3.39 0.07 

 %  100 0   
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Abstract 

This study surveyed 1,150 U.S. employees and explored whether and how internal social media 

influences employee engagement. Results showed that employees use internal social media for 

information, social integration, and empowerment purposes. Employees’ use of internal social 

media leads to perceived organizational transparency and organizational identification, which in 

turn, contribute to employee engagement. 
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With social technologies becoming a given for organizations, more companies have 

started to integrate various social media platforms to provide information and engage with their 

employees. However, despite the hype regarding the benefits of using internal social media, 

limited research exists that demonstrates whether, to what extent, or how internal social media 

impacts employee communication and organizational outcomes. To fill the research gap and 

provide evidence of whether internal social media is worthy of management investment, this 

study explored the potential influence of employee internal social media usage on employee 

engagement, one of the top issues that face global business leaders. Specifically, a conceptual 

model was proposed and tested: the linking of employee use of internal social media 

(consuming, contributing, and conversing), perceived organizational transparency, and 

organizational identification to employee engagement. This study also examined employees’ 

motivations in using internal social media based upon uses and gratification theory. Implications 

for theory and practice are provided.  

Literature Review 

Internal Social Media 

According to Statista (2018), the number of social media users around the globe will 

reach 2.77 billion in 2019. The trend of digitization in the workplace is becoming inevitable 

especially with the millennial generation, who grew up in the new media era, dominating the 

workplace. As a result, organizations are increasingly using internal social media as part of their 

internal communication strategy (Haddud, Dugger, & Gill, 2016; Sievert & Scholz, 2017). 

While scholars have provided a range of definitions for internal social media in recent 

years (e.g., Boyd & Ellison, 2007; Weber & Shi, 2016), this study’s researchers operationalize 

internal social media as enterprise social networking sites that are internal to a specific company 

and general social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter used for internal 

communication purposes. Organizations are adopting and using internal social media to realize 

strategic business outcomes, such as greater workplace efficiency, effectiveness, increased 

innovation and organizational reputation (Ali-Hassan, Nevo, & Wade, 2015; Leftheriotis & 

Giannakos, 2014; Leonardi, Huysman, & Steinfield, 2013). Most past research has surveyed or 

interviewed internal communication practitioners responsible for internal social media to 

understand these outcomes (Ewing, Men, & O’Neil, 2018). Less research has been conducted 

from the employees’ perspective for understanding if and why they decide to use internal social 

media. 

Motivations for Employees to Use Internal Social Media 

Uses and gratification theory is appropriate for understanding why employees are 

motivated to use internal social media. Developed to examine how and why people use media 

(Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch,1974), uses and gratification theory takes an active media user 

perspective, rather than effects-oriented research that privileges the communicator (Aitken, Gray, 

& Lawson, 2008; Muntinga, Moorman, & Smit, 2011). According to uses and gratification 

theory, people are motivated to use traditional media for four primary reasons: entertainment, 

integration and social interaction, personal identity, and information (McQuail, Blumler, & 

Brown, 1972). Researchers (e.g. Boyd, 2008) have discovered that these four motivations are 

applicable to social media usage in general. In addition to these four motivations, researchers 

(Kaye, 2007; Tsai & Men, 2013) have identified two motivations unique to social media: (a) 

renumeration and (b) empowerment. Tsai & Men (2013) found that people interact with 
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organizations via their social networking sites for three primary reasons: remuneration, 

information, and entertainment. 

Muntinga et al. (2011) postulated a social media usage typology consisting of three types 

of usage that reflect a gradual continuum of involvement: consuming, contributing, and creating. 

Consuming, the lowest level of involvement, includes behaviors such as viewing, listening, 

watching content; downloading materials; and playing games or polls. People who contribute—

the middle-level form of social media activeness—engage in behaviors such as commenting on 

material others have created, engaging in conversations, or rating material. Creating represents 

the highest level of social media involvement, and entails activities such as writing, producing 

and uploading content that others consume. Men and Tsai (2013) and Tsai and Men (2013) 

adapted the Muntinga et al. typology to one that ranges from reactive, passive consumption to 

one that involves proactive contribution in the form of conversations and participation, which is 

slightly modified in the current study to define employees’ use of internal social media.  

In conclusion, research has not examined whether employees are motivated by the same 

six reasons to use social media as externally facing publics. Understanding why employees 

would want to use internal social media could inform how internal communication practitioners 

design the structure and content of its internal social media. Hence, this research study examines: 

RQ1: What are employees’ motivations in using internal social media? 

Employee Engagement 

 

Scholars are starting to research how internal social media can create engagement, 

identified as a top priority by public relations practitioners (Haddud et al., 2016; Sievert & 

Scholz, 2017). Engagement has been defined in many ways. Perhaps one of the most seminal 

definitions is provided by Kahn (1990), who said that engagement is how "people employ and 

express themselves physically, cognitively and emotionally during role performance” (p. 694). 

Schaufeli, Salanova, González-romá and Baker (2002) proposed another influential definition 

and regarded engagement as “a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is 

characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption” (p. 74). Saks (2006) extended Kahn’s 

definition of engagement from the employee’s organizational role to the organization itself.  

Organizations can achieve significant benefits when employees are engaged. According 

to the 2018 Gallup Poll, organizations with highly engaged employees “realize substantially 

better customer engagement, higher productivity, better retention, fewer accidents, and 21% 

higher profitability. Engaged workers also report better health outcomes” (Harter, 2018). To help 

organizations realize these important outcomes, academics have researched how to best use 

internal communication strategy to engender engagement. Friedl & Verčič, A. (2011) have 

advocated social media as an informal internal communication channel to engage employees due 

to its rich, multi-media, interactive, communal, and social features. Despite the potential of 

internal social media to facilitate collaboration and two-way communication, research on how 

internal social media builds engagement is sparse (e.g., Haddud et al., 2016; Sievert & Scholtz, 

2017). A comprehensive survey with individuals working for a range of organizations is needed 

to systematically test whether and how internal social media usage drives engagement. This 

study therefore presents the following hypothesis: 

H1: Employees’ use of internal social media is positively related to employee 

engagement.  

 

Exploring How Internal Social Media Influences Employee Engagement 
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Drawing from existing literature and the authors’ prior qualitative work in this area, this 

study posits that the conversational and collaborative features of internal social media (Ali-

Hassan et al., 2015; Leonardi et al., 2013) can potentially impact employee engagement through 

facilitating organizational transparency and identification.  

Additionally, organizations should build a transparent communi- 

cation culture or climate that ensures the free flow of truthful, complete, relevant, and  

substantial information in a timely manner, facilitates upward communication and lis- 

tening, and welcomes employee participation and comments regardless of whether  

they are commending, criticizing, or complaining. Additionally, organizations should build a 

transparent communication culture or climate that ensures the free flow of truthful, complete, 

relevant, and substantial information in a timely manner, facilitates upward communication and 

listening, and welcomes employee participation and comments regardless of whether they are 

commending, criticizing, or complaining. 

Transparency is the foundation for building engagement (Wayne et al., 2007). Yet  

there exists little empirical literature examining such assumption. Results of our study  

showed that transparent organizational communication demonstrated a strong positive  

effect on employee engagement. When organizations openly share substantial, com- 

plete, relevant, and truthful information with employees in a timely manner, encourage  

employee participation, and convey balanced information that is open to employees’  

scrutiny and holds the organization accountable, employees are more likely to feel  

engaged. Involving employees to identify the information they need and incorporating  

their input in organizational decision making empower employees (Men, 2011). Our  

finding also supports previous researchers’ argument that open, constant, and transpar- 

ent communication keeps an organization visible, gratifies its employees’ information  

needs, and lets employees stay abreast of goings-on in the organization (Men & Stacks,  

2014). Further, it provides empirical evidence for the JD-R model that organizational  

communication climate is among the key resources that facilitate employees’ job per- 

formance, help them meet organizational job demands, and motivate employees to be  

engaged in the workplace (Menguc et al., 2013).So, what role does internal social media play in 

driving employee engagement? Literature indicates perceived transparency and organizational 

identification as potential mediators for employee engagement and social media may serve as a 

medium to facilitate both.  

Organizational Transparency. Berggren and Bernshteyn (2007) defined organization 

transparency as openly communicating organizational goals, helping employees understand how 

to connect their performances to these goals, and promoting active participation of employees in 

organization communication and decision-making. Rawlins (2009) emphasized the importance 

of information substantiality, completeness, participation, and accountability in conceptualizing 

transparent communication. Social media promotes transparency through openly sharing 

information and opportunities for participation (McCorkindale & DiStaso, 2014). It also provides 

a convenient venue for organizational listening, which could inspire informed decision-making 

(DiStaso & Bortree, 2012). Literature indicates organizational transparency can lead to various 

positive organizational outcomes, such as employee trust (Rawlins, 2009) and employee-

organization relationships (Men & Stacks, 2014). The connection between organization 

transparency and employee engagement has also been evidenced in previous studies (Jiang & 

Men, 2017). Therefore, this study outlines the following hypotheses: 

H2: Employees’ use of internal social media is positively related to perceived 
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organizational transparency. 

H3: Perceived organizational transparency is positively related to employee engagement.  

 

Organizational Identification. At its core, organizational identification focuses on a 

sense of connection (Ashforth, Harrison, & Corley, 2008; Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Scott, 

Corman, & Cheney, 1998). Ashforth and Mael (1989) noted organizational identification 

involves “the perception of oneness with or belongingness to a group, involving direct or 

vicarious experience of its successes and failures” (p. 34). Since internal social media can create 

easier ways for employees to connect with one another and participate in conversations 

(Leonardi et al., 2013), it enables employees to potentially become emotionally attached to the 

organization. The use of internal social media promotes openness in the organization as 

conversations and discussions are visible and accessible to its users. The inviting social media 

environment also encourages employee participation in organizational discourse and interactions 

with leaders. According to Smidts, Pruyn, and van Riel (2001), an open climate in which 

employee participation is appreciated can increase employee feelings of identification. 

Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed: 

H4: Employees’ use of internal social media is positively related to employee 

identification with the organization.  

 

 Previous scholars have suggested that employees are generally more willing to associate 

themselves with a well-respected company with positive characters as it could strengthen their 

feelings of self-worth (Smidts, Pruyn, & van Riel, 2001). Since organizational transparency is 

recognized as an important attribute of a favorable organizational reputation (Stacks, Dodd, & 

Men, 2013), it is reasonable to predict that perceived organizational transparency contributes to 

employee identification with the organization.  Further, one important characteristic of a 

transparent organization is to provide substantial, complete, truthful, timely, and useful 

information to employees (Men & Stacks, 2014; Rawlins, 2009). Therefore, employees can be 

well-informed about important organizational issues such as goals and objectives, mission, 

values, strategies, developments, and activities, which can reveal salient, unique organization 

characteristics that employees feel identified with. Additionally, adequate information about the 

organization and employees’ job roles resulted from organizational transparency fosters an open, 

participative, and supportive communication climate, which largely contributes to employee 

identification with the organization (Smidts et al., 2001). The following hypothesis is generated: 

H5: Perceived organizational transparency is positively related to employee identification 

with the organization. 

 

Organizational identification has been recognized as having unique value in explaining 

employee attitudes and behaviors (Lee, Park, & Koo, 2015). Scholars have suggested employees 

who feel identified with the organization are more likely to adopt the organizational goals as 

their own, find meaning in their work (Ashforth et al., 2008), feel a sense of pride (Smidts et al., 

2001), and are willing to walk the extra mile (Ashforth et al., 2008). These outcomes are in fact 

important defining components of employee engagement. Thus, it is reasonable to predict that 

employee identification with the organization enhances employee engagement. 

H6: Employee identification with the organization is positively related to employee 

engagement. 
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Control Variable: Prior Employee-Organization Relationship (EOR) Satisfaction  

Previous research suggests that quality organization-public relationships can lead to 

various publics’ perceptual and behavioral outcomes. In particular, the positive impact of 

organization-public relations outcomes on the focal constructs of this study, namely, perceived 

organizational transparency, organizational identification, and employee engagement, has been 

evidenced in previous studies (Lee et al., 2005; Rawlins, 2009, Stacks et al., 2013; Yang & J. 

Grunig, 2005.) Likewise, studies (e.g., Kang, 2014; Men, 2015) have supported the positive 

effects of organizational-public relational outcomes on engagement. Therefore, EOR is included 

as a control variable in the model to reduce the potential confounding effects of prior EORs on 

the focal constructs.   

Method 

 To test the hypothesized model and answer the research question, a quantitative online 

survey was conducted with employees from U.S. organizations in April 2018, with the assistance 

of Survey Sampling International (SSI) (http://www.surveysampling.com/). The population of 

the study were employees whose organizations had been using internal social media. To obtain a 

representative sample with comparable genders, age groups, and corporation sizes across various 

income and education levels, stratified sampling was utilized.  

 The final sample included 1,150 working adults comprised of 52.2% males and 47.8% 

females, 40.7% non-management and 59.3% management employees from 17 sectors in the U.S. 

Seventy-two percent of the respondents aged from 26-55, and 65.5% of them had corporate 

tenure of more than five years. Approximately 73.5% of the respondents had at least some 

college education. Among the respondents, 86.9% had used social media for over three years. 

Measures 

 The study used a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 

agree) to measure the focal concepts and control variable. All measurement items used were 

adopted from the previous literature and then modified to fit the context of the current study.  

 Employees’ use of internal social media was measured with 11 items adapted from Men  

and Tsai (2013). Employees were asked how often they engaged in certain activities on the 

company’s internal social media sites. Two items were used to measure consuming, employees’ 

message consumption on internal social media (e.g., “reading/viewing the company’s or other 

employees’ posts,” α = .88). Six items measured employees’ proactive contributing activities on 

internal social media (e.g., “sharing the company’s or other employees’ posts,” α = .94). Two 

items were used to measure employee conversing activities (e.g., “engaging in one-on-one 

conversations with the company, leaders, or other employees,” α = .88).  

To evaluate employees’ motivations in using internal social media, a total of 23 items 

were developed based on a study by Men and Tsai (2013), which measured motivators of 

entertainment (3 items, e.g., “to relax,” α = .87), social integration (4 items, e.g., “to gain a sense 

of belonging,” α = .89), information ( 4 items, e.g., “to get daily updates about going-ons in the 

organization,” α = .87), empowerment (5 items, e.g., “to make a difference in what happens in 

my company,” α=.95), personal reputation (4 items, e.g., “to improve my visibility within the 

company,” α=.95), and advocacy (3 items, e.g., “to promote my company’s reputation by sharing 

company content in my social channels,” α=.93). The measure of perceived organizational 

transparency was adopted from Rawlins (2009), which included four items (e.g., “My company 

wants people like me to know what it is doing and why it is doing it,” α=.92). To assess 

organizational identification, six items adopted from Men and Bowen (2017) were utilized (e.g., 

“When someone criticizes my company, it feels like a personal insult,” α=.92). To measure 

http://www.surveysampling.com/
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employee engagement, the study used nine items adapted from Saks (2006) and Men (2015) 

(e.g., “I am attentive to this company’s activities,” α=.95). Finally, a control variable, employee 

organizational relationship (EOR) satisfaction, was measured with four items adapted from Hon 

and J. Grunig (1999) (e.g., “I am happy with my company.” α=.94).  

Results  

RQ1: What are employees’ motivations in using internal social media? 

Results showed respondents used internal social media primarily for getting information 

(M=4.58, SD=1.62), such as receiving updates about going-ons in the organization, industry 

insights, advice on their job, or to exchange knowledge with co-workers. A secondary motivation 

was for social integration and socialization (M=4.39, SD=1.67), such as connecting with other 

employees in the organization and having a sense of belonging. Third, employees use internal 

social media for empowerment (M=4.20, SD=1.86), including sharing feedback and ideas for the 

company, voicing their opinions and concerns, and directly interacting with organizational 

leaders. Respondents generally felt neutral regarding the motivation of building personal 

reputation (M=4.02, SD=1.94) in using internal social media, such as gaining recognition and 

respect from co-workers and improving personal image and visibility. Employees held a neutral 

view regarding the motivation of advocating for the organization (M=4.04, SD=1.97), including 

promoting the company’s reputation, recruiting employees, or advocating the company’s stance 

by sharing the company’s social content to their own social networking site pages. On average, 

respondents least considered entertainment (M=3.60, SD=1.81) as a motivation for using internal 

social media.  

Structural Equation Modeling Analysis 

 The proposed model was analyzed by employing two-step structural equation modeling 

analysis using the AMOS 24.0 software. In the structural model, the unidimensional focal 

variables of perceived organizational transparency, organizational identification, employee 

engagement and the control variable of EOR satisfaction were treated as observed variables. 

Employees’ use of internal social media was treated as a latent variable with three sub-

dimensions: consuming, contributing, and conversing. The test of the initial confirmatory factor 

analysis (CFA) model revealed acceptable but not good fit to the data: 2(8) = 110.41, p < .001, 

2/df = 13.80, RMSEA = .10 (90% confidence interval: .09–.12), SRMR = .07, TLI = .96, and 

CFI = .98. Based on the modification indices, the model was slightly modified by adding one 

error covariance between the two sub-dimensions of employees’ use of internal social media, 

message consumption, and conversations.7 The modified CFA model demonstrated satisfactory 

fit with the data: 2(7) = 53.11, p < .001, 2/df = 7.59, RMSEA = .07 (90% confidence interval: 

..06–.09), SRMR = .05, TLI = .98, and CFI = .99, and the standardized factor loadings ranged 

from .79 to .92, suggesting a good construct validity of the measurement model. A second step 

evaluation of the structural model yielded satisfactory fit to the data: 2(7) = 53.11, p < .001, 

2/df = 7.59, RMSEA = .07 (90% confidence interval: ..06–.09), SRMR = .05, TLI = .98, and 

CFI = .99, and was thus retained as the final model. All the six hypothesized structural paths 

demonstrated significant results at the p < .001 level. 

 
7 The error covariance between message consumption and conversations was -.42. 
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Figure 2. Results of the hypothesized model. Coefficients are standardized regression weights. 

For the sake of brevity, the error terms of indicators and disturbances of endogenous variables 

were omitted from the figure. *** p<.001, CONS=consuming, CONT=contributing, 

CONS=conversing.  

 

Hypotheses Testing 

 Hypotheses 1, 2, and 4 proposed the positive effects of employees’ use of internal social 

media on employee engagement, perceived organizational transparency, and organizational 

identification. Results confirmed all the three hypotheses. Specifically, with prior EOR 

satisfaction controlled, employees’ use of internal social media demonstrated strong positive 

effect on perceived organizational transparency (β = .43, p < .001), positive effect on employee 

identification with the organization (β = .17, p < .001), and small yet significant positive effect 

on employee engagement (β = .10, p < .001). In other words, regardless of employees’ prior 

relationships with the organization, the more they engaged in using internal social media sites, 

such as reading the company’s or other employees’ posts, sharing content, commenting, and 

engaging in one-on-one or group discussion, the more they tended to perceive the organization as 

more transparent. Employees also identified more with the organization and felt more engaged.  

 Hypotheses 3, 5, and 6 proposed the interrelationships between perceived organizational 

transparency, organizational identification, and employee engagement, which were all well 

supported by the data. Specifically, after controlling for EOR satisfaction, perceived 

organizational transparency positively influenced employee identification with the organization 

(β = .26, p < .001) and employee engagement (β = .12, p < .001). Likewise, organizational 

identification also showed a medium-sized positive effect on employee engagement (β = .26, p < 

.001). Therefore, perceived organizational transparency helped build employees’ identification 

with the organization and promote employee engagement. Further, when employees felt 

identified with a sense of belonging and ownership, they were more likely to be engaged.  

Indirect (mediation) effects 

 Apart from hypothesis testing, researchers also conducted a formal test of indirect effects 

using a bootstrap procedure (N = 5,000 samples) to further examine the mediation role of 

perceived organizational transparency and organizational identification in the relationship 

between employees’ use of internal social media and employee engagement, controlling for the 

effects of EOR satisfaction. Results showed significant indirect effects in paths from employees’ 

internal use of social media to organizational identification through perceived organizational 
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transparency (β = .11, p = .001 [95% CI: .08 to .14]), and to employee engagement through 

perceived organizational transparency and organizational identification (β = .12, p = .001 [95% 

CI: .10 to .15]). Likewise, the indirect effect from organizational transparency to employee 

engagement through organizational identification was significant (β = .07, p = .001[95% CI: .05 

to .09]). In other words, perceived organizational transparency and organizational identification 

partially mediated the effect of employee use of internal social media on employee engagement. 

Perceived organizational transparency also partially mediated the effect of internal use of social 

media on organizational identification and organizational identification partially mediated the 

effect of perceived organizational transparency on employee engagement.  

Discussion and Conclusions 

Motivations of Employees’ Use of Internal Social Media  

 Knowledge of employees’ motivations in using internal social media is essential for 

organizations to design the features and produce content that effectively engages users. Results 

indicated employees used internal social media mainly for information purposes, such as staying 

updated about going-ons in the organization, getting job-related advices, industry insights, or 

exchanging knowledge and opinions with co-workers. Internal communication practitioners have 

opined that their main priority with using internal communication is to share information (Friedl 

& Verčič, A. 2011;Verčič, Verčič, & Sriramesh, 2012). That internal communication 

practitioners are providing what employees want is encouraging.   

 Employees also used internal social media for socialization and social integration, 

connecting with mind-alike co-workers, collaborators, and having a sense of belonging and 

community. Finally, employees seek empowerment from using internal social media. Similar to 

how social media empowers external publics (Li, 2016), internal social media provide employees 

a convenient, real-time venue to voice their opinions and concerns, share their thoughts and 

ideas, and to directly converse with top leaders of the organization. The increased transparency 

and enhanced connections also make employees more empowered. Distinct from external 

publics, however, employees least considered entertainment as a reason for using internal social 

media. They also expressed less motivation to increase their personal visibility or build their own 

internal reputation by sharing their expertise and knowledge on internal social media, nor with 

sharing the corporate content on their personal SNSs.  

As most employees still predominantly use internal social media for reactive message 

consumption, as opposed to proactive contributing (e.g., sharing, commenting, conversing), the 

two-way and dialogic capacity of internal social media has not been fully capitalized. 

Employees’ roles as potential social advocates have yet to be fully leveraged. This study has 

advanced understanding of uses and gratification theory by examining motivations of employees 

in their usage of internal social media, which could inform practitioners to better utilize internal 

social media platforms to meet employees’ needs and engage them.  

Why Does Internal Social Media Matter?  

 This study contributes to this growing body of research by confirming that employees’ use 

of internal social media contributes to an enhanced level of employee engagement (Haddud et al, 

2006; Sievert & Scholz, 2017). Specifically, the study showed that regardless of employees’ 

level of satisfaction with their relationships with the organization, the more employees read the 

organization’s and co-workers’ posts, interact with the content by liking, sharing, and 

commenting on the posts, and engage in conversations on internal social media, the more they 

feel absorbed, attentive, dedicated, connected, and involved in the organization. Additionally, 

when employees engage actively on internal social media by consuming messages, contributing 
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content, and conversing with one another, they tend to perceive the organization as more 

transparent. Internal social media serves as a synchronous channel for organizations to share 

detailed and update-to-date information in a timely manner and keep employees constantly 

informed. Further, the two-way, interactive, and participatory features of social media as well as 

its dialogic potential create an inviting environment for employees to voice their opinions and 

concerns. Since the entire history of conversation is often retrievable, it makes it easy for 

employees to join the conversation in the moment or later (Leonardi et al., 2013). Moreover, 

internal social media serves as an environmental scanning tool for communication managers to 

monitor and listen and an opportunity for organizational leaders to practice virtual “management 

by walking around” (Men, Chen, & Ji, 2018). Leaders’ involvement in social media 

conversations with employees could show their willingness to listen and promote a culture of 

trust, openness, and transparency. 

 Likewise, employees’ use of internal social media was found to positively influence 

organizational identification. In particular, employees’ consumption of messages posted on 

internal social media and interaction/conversations with the organization, co-workers, and 

organizational leaders instill a sense of belonging and community among employees. In the 

organizational context, internal social media enables linkages among mind-alike coworkers and 

fosters the creation of communities (Leonardi, et al., 2013). Communications that are made 

visible to everyone on internal social media establish common ground for mutual understanding, 

collaboration, and identity formulation. Through constant interactions among multiple parties 

(employees, co-workers, leaders, and communication staff), employees negotiate meanings, 

make sense of various issues and topics, construct identity, and develop a sense of togetherness, 

which leads to a deeper level of identification with the organization.  

Perceived Organizational Transparency, Organizational Identification, and Engagement  

 The study revealed the interrelationship between employees’ perception of organizational 

transparency, organizational identification, and employee engagement, controlling for the 

confounding effects of prior relational satisfaction of employees with the organization. As a 

perceptual outcome of employees’ use of internal social media, perceived organizational 

transparency was found to positively influence organizational identification. When employees 

perceive the organization to show willingness to disclose truthful and useful information, be 

open, accountable, and demonstrate care for employees’ voice and information needs, they are 

more likely to identify with the organization. Thus, considering their organization as a 

transparent, ethical, and accountable entity, employees are more likely to consider the 

organization as their “own” and feel a sense of belonging. This finding supports previous 

scholars’ notion that employees tend to associate themselves and identify with organizations with 

positive attributes since it enhances employees’ self-images (e.g., Smidts et al., 2001). With 

adequate information disclosed about the organization, such as its fundamental values and vision, 

employees are also more likely to find commonality with the organization, thus being more 

identified.  

 Likewise, perceived organizational transparency was shown to contribute to employee 

engagement. In their discussion of communication attributes that drive employee engagement, 

Men and others (Men & Bowen, 2017; Jiang & Men, 2015) noted that transparent 

communication demonstrated at the organizational and leadership levels nurtures employee trust, 

satisfaction, commitment, and a sense of shared control, which in turn, promote employee 

engagement. This study provides additional empirical evidence for these observations by 

showing organizational transparency contributes to employee engagement through fostering 
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employee identification with the organization. As observed by Gupta (2017), employees who 

feel more identified with their employees tend to be more engaged. This research supports that a 

stronger sense of belonging, ownership, and association with the organization leads to 

employees’ attentiveness, absorption, dedication, and involvement.  

Implications of the Findings 

 Findings of the study offer important implications for internal communication practitioners, 

social media strategists, and organizational leaders. The findings strongly indicate that 

companies should invest in the technology, time and resources to effectively design and manage 

internal social media. Since employees are most motivated to use internal social media for 

information, internal communicators should prioritize providing relevant information to 

employees via internal social media. They should also teach and encourage employees how to 

use internal social media, including sharing personal views, knowledge, and expertise. 

Practitioners should create content that can be easily shared, and encourage employees to share 

corporate content on the personal networks so that they can more fully leverage their content to 

external publics, thereby assisting the organization with recruiting and brand reputation. These 

recommendations dovetail with Ruch, Welch, and Menara’s (2017) suggestion that internal 

communication practitioners teach and motivate employees to exercise their employee voice, an 

antecedent of engagement according to their research. 

Also similar to Ruck et al.’s (2017) recommendation that senior managers be taught to 

respond to employee voice, the study reinforces the need for internal communication 

practitioners to encourage organizational leaders to use internal social media to interact with 

employees via one-on-one conversations and group discussion. Leaders’ active participation via 

internal social media reinforces the importance of the tool to employees and may help to foster 

employee collaboration and workplace connections. Leaders should listen to comments and ideas 

expressed via internal social media as part of two-way symmetrical communication. Doing so 

will enable leaders to recognize and respond to suggestions, thereby potentially helping the 

organization to recognize new opportunities and make better decisions. When management 

assumes an active role by responding to employee voice, they help to foster transparency, build 

employee communities, and enhance organizational identification.  

Limitations and Future Research Directions 

This study has limitations that could be addressed with future research. First, this study 

used a cross-sectional survey, which is unable to establish causality. Future research can use 

experimental or longitudinal design to further examine how the focal variables of the study are 

causally related. Second, the research relies on self-report data from employees, which may not 

be completely accurate or free from self-report bias. Future studies can use a combination of case 

studies and observational methods to provide a more complete and richer understanding of how 

employees’ usage of social media may contribute to perceptions of transparency, identification 

and engagement. A qualitative examination of employees’ internal social media usage might also 

unearth other mediators or outcomes of this important communication process.  
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Abstract 

Despite numerous proposed approaches, the public relations profession has failed to develop a 

widely adopted method for the measurement of public relations activities. In this paper, the 

authors propose an objective based approach to measurement that assesses the impact of public 

relations by applying a “cause and effect” model based on message delivery. 
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Introduction  

It is an understatement to suggest there is a lack of consensus among those who practice 

public relations about how – and, in some cases, even if – their professional activities can be 

measured appropriately. As Macnamara (2011) notes, discussions about the measurement of 

public relations activities have filled the pages of numerous peer-reviewed research journals and 

the agendas of countless conferences for several decades. This includes, but is not limited to, the 

work of Roll & Cantril (1972), Lerbinger (1977), Simon (1986), McGee (1988), Brody & Stone 

(1989), Broom & Dozier (1990), Ryan & Martinson (1990), Haskins & Kendrick (1993), Croft 

(1996), Grunig (2001), Hon (1998), Stacks (2002), Berger & Reber (2006), Weiner, M. (2006), 

Toth (2006), Stacks & Michaelson (2010), DiStaso (2013), Laskin (2016), Michaelson & Stacks 

(2017), Wright & Hinson (2017), and Stacks (2017). 

Despite these proposed approaches, debates, and discussions, there is little consensus on 

what public relations activities and impacts should be measured and how this should be 

measured. A cursory review of these discussions shows, at best, a disjointed approach in the 

measurement debate, much of which appears to be fueled by the commercial interests of media 

analysis companies rather than any genuine attempt to create a comprehensive and unified 

theoretically-based strategy for measuring public relations impact. As Wright and Hinson (2017) 

have pointed-out, many of these media analysis companies focus most of their business on 

measuring communication outputs rather than concentrating on communication outcomes. 

Background 

Further analysis of the measurement debate and the lack of adoption of standards is 

offered by Laskin (2016). In his paper on approaches to evaluation, Laskin also argues “[p]ublic 

relations can and should be measured, but by a system of metrics rather than one measure.” (p. 3) 

He goes on to propose what he describes as “a standardized hierarchical approach to 

measurement and evaluation of public relations” (p. 3). This is a continuation of the debate that 

advocates using a multi-dimensional approach to the measurement and evaluation of public 

relations. This debate has spanned over the past several decades and includes the seminal works 

of Broom and Dozier (1990) and Lindenmann’s “outputs,” “outtakes,” and “outcomes” model 

(2003). More recently, Michaelson and Stacks (2011, 2017) proposed a multi-dimensional 

approach that is described in the literature as the B.A.S.I.C. model.8  

While there is considerable value for and contributions to the profession in each of these 

discussions, it has exposed an inability to effectively operationalize these broader forms of 

measurement and evaluation using a standardized model that incorporates understanding the how 

public relations causes intended impact or effect.  To better understand why this has occurred, it 

is critical to understand the role of public relations and corporate communication in overall 

business activity. That role includes what public relations and corporate communication does and 

equally important what it does not do. 

An extensive examination of this role has been undertaken by Stacks (2002, 2011, 2017; 

Michaelson and Stacks, 2014, 2017; Stacks and Michaelson, 2010), tying public relations 

outcomes—based on public relations outputs and outtakes—to the larger business concern.  In 

so doing, Stacks first identified a multiple-level approach to public relations objectives, arguing 

that the first measurement is of what the public relations function actually puts into targeted and 

 
8 B.A.S.I.C. refers to Build awareness, Advance knowledge, Sustain relevance, Initiate Action, 

Create advocacy. (Michaelson & Stacks, 2017, p. 28) 
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non-targeted media and how that outcome functions compared to baseline expectations:  the 

informational objective.  Second, if the information has been received, understood, interpreted, 

and evaluated, then has it changed the internal attitudes, beliefs, and values of the targeted 

stakeholder groups:  the motivational objective.  The motivational objective can be further 

defined as measuring stakeholder cognitive, affective, and connotative (behavioral intent) 

objectives and compared against baseline and benchmarked outcomes.  Third, if both 

informational and motivational objectives are achieved at a predetermined level of success, does 

the stakeholder audience actually follow through and behave as expected:  the behavioral 

objective. 

Michaelson argues a similar model but his focuses on the communication lifecycle 

(Michaelson & Stacks, 2011) and operates on five basic stages of any communication campaign 

or program by identifying awareness, knowledge, relevance, action, and advocacy as stages that 

are critical in understanding a “cause and effect” assessment of a communication program. The 

communication lifecycle is an “end-to-end” model suggesting that the lifecycle of any public 

relations or corporate communication campaign continues long after—and often is reintroduced 

later—a campaign ends. The research objectives are found in a linear continuum from pre-

campaign to post-campaign measurement activities that allow the communicator to compare 

against baseline measures at various objective-related benchmarks and provide measurable 

success—success that can then be correlated with other business functional success indicators 

(Stacks, 2017). 

The focus, then, is on message delivery, acquisition of the message, evaluation, and 

interpretation of those messages and how these messages effect impact.  This can be determined 

through many traditional “media” measures, to include simple counts of messages released to the 

targeted audiences (outputs), general tone or sentiment of third-party endorsements (outtakes), 

and quantitative, qualitative, and observational target behaviors (outcomes).  Most public 

relations campaigns do not take the measurement much beyond “did the message get out?”  

Other measures including “Did it motivate?” and “Did it change (or sustain) behavior?” are less 

likely to be considered.  This manuscript seeks to expand the practical measurement of various 

outcomes (key performance indicators, KPIs) to the strategic measurement of specified 

communication outcomes across predetermined benchmarks associated with the communication 

lifecycle.  It is the strategic evaluation and interpretation that will advance public relations 

measurement and research, much along the line proposed in 2012 by Michaelson, Wright, and 

Stacks regarding public relations campaign success. 

Primacy of the Message in Public Relations Measurement 

Understandably, as Michaelson, Stacks, and Clark noted in their 2017 article on message 

delivery analysis: “…message delivery is fundamental in the success of a communication 

program” (2017, p. 9). The obvious conclusion to be drawn from this observation is that message 

delivery is the core of any public relations measurement program and needs to be considered at 

each measurable stage of the communication process if impact is to be determined. 

To fully appreciate this assertion about the primacy of message delivery, it is essential to 

understand this in the context of basic communication theory examining how messages are sent 

and how they are received. 

The Focus of Measurement Programs 

Measurement should not be about determining success or failure of a communication 

programs. The true purpose of measurement to diagnose where communication is working and 

where it is not working against stated objectives. This diagnostic process functions as the basis 
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for prescribing recommendations that assure communication programs achieve their objectives. 

As a first step in creating the optimal design of a measurement program, it is important to 

understand the four essential focal points that a properly designed measurement program must 

consider in order to provide the necessary utility in the assessment of a communication program. 

These four foci are: 

• Determining which messages are most effective in affecting or impacting 

intended behavior 

• Diagnosing where communication is succeeding and where adjustments are 

needed 

• Prescribing modifications to communication programs to assure they are 

successfully meeting communication objectives and supporting business goals 

• Providing comparative evaluations to determine both absolute and 

relativesuccess of communication programs 

The objectives of this approach to measurement are to (1) identify those messages which 

are most likely to impact a desired behavioral change, (2) determine if these messages are 

delivered to intermediates and intended audiences for the messages, (3) evaluate target audience 

reaction to these messages, and (4) assess progress toward establishing the conditions that are 

necessary in order effect behavior.  As such, measurement can be seen as basic to all public 

relations evaluation as espoused in the Excellence Pyramid (see Figure 1) (Michaelson, Wright, 

& Stacks, 2012). 

 
Figure 1: The Excellence Pyramid 

The Concept of Assessing Behavioral Change in Communication Measurement 

The concept of behavioral change as an objective of communication has a deeply rooted 

modern history dating back to the work E. St. Elmo Lewis originally developed in 1898. Lewis 

proposed a theory of communication that is commonly referred to by its acronym A-I-D-A 

(Lewis, 1908). That acronym refers to Awareness, Interest, Desire, Action—the “four cognitive 

stages that buyers follow when accepting a new idea or purchasing a new product” (Proven 

Models, n.d.).  

Action in this instance is the intended behavioral change that is fundamental goal of a 

communication program. 

This model has evolved considerably since it was originally conceived by Lewis (1911). 

One of the earliest extensions of the AIDA model was the work of Arthur Frederick Sheldon 

who suggested a fifth stage of “permanent satisfaction” that adapted the model from one 
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focusing on initial sales to also include the use of communication to reinforce repeat sales. This 

is a direct extension of the advertising focus that was the center of Lewis’ model. However, as 

Michaelson and Stacks (2011, p. 6) noted, “adapting this model (AIDA) to public relations 

activities … is not as direct and obvious as it might seem.” 

A communication model based on advertising assumes controlled messaging and the 

placement of the intended messages through purchased or paid media. By contrast, public 

relations-based messaging is most commonly communicated to target audiences through 

intermediaries, typically earned media, and increasingly through social media postings by 

influencers and by owned media, which is endorsed by social media followers. This reliance on 

intermediaries rather than paid placement produces a unique burden on public relations 

professionals to assure that an intended message actually reaches a communicator’s targeted 

audience and in turn creates an intended outcome. 

Without the ability to determine if the delivery of intended messages to a target audience 

occurs, an organization will not be able to determine effectively if their communication activities 

contribute to the business goals the communication program is intended to support.  For this 

determination to happen, a measurement program needs to examine the entire communication 

process starting from origination of the message through delivery and impact against its target 

audience. These measures include operational measures that assess the day-to-day operation of 

the communication function, executional measures that evaluate campaigns and programs, as 

well as impact measures that examine the ability of communication to change stakeholder 

perceptions and behaviors that in turn aid in the achievement of business goals. 

Operational Measures 

While operational measures are critical to the success of a measurement program, this 

manuscript concentrates on the executional and impact measures that are part of a complete 

measurement system. Operational measures are not measures of specific communication activity 

or a communication program. Rather they are the foundation that assures that an organization 

responsible for communication is structured to measure impact and take the necessary actions to 

assure that a communication program is successful in supporting business objectives.  

These considerations include: 

• An organizational structure that reflects the development and testing of 

communication programs, the distribution of messages, the delivery of messages 

to an intended audience, managing reactions to the messages, and assessing 

impact of the messages 

• Implementation of systems to support quality and accountability 

• Mechanisms for evaluating campaign & employee performance 

• Budget review to assess return on expectations 

• Demonstration of behaviors that reflect a high-performing, world-class function 

The implementation of these operational measures are the necessary, but not sufficient 

conditions that allows for the effective implementation of the executional and impact measures 

that assure program success in supporting business objectives through the “end-to-end” 

evaluation of communication programs. 

“End-to-End” Evaluation of Communication 

Assuming an organizational structure is in place that supports and is integrated with the 

measurement of communication activity, it then becomes necessary to understand the key points 

where the measurement of communication performance needs to take place.  Measurement then 

is operationalized as a mechanism that assures intended messages are reaching their target 
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audience (informational objectives) and these messages are in turn facilitating an intended 

impact (motivational objectives) that results in behavioral change.  

There are five distinct stages where the communication of messages can be measured:  

1. Development and Testing 

2. Distribution 

3. Delivery 

4. Reaction 

5. Impact 

these stages occur in linear order and occur during the developing of the messages where these 

messages are also tested for efficacy; when the messages are distributed by the sender; the 

delivery of the messages to the target audience through media; organic reaction to the messages 

by the target audience as a result of exposure to the message through media; and the impact of 

the messages on the target audience. 

Message Development and Testing 

The development and testing stage, while not typically understood as part of the overall 

measurement process, is a core part of any program where delivery of messages is at the core of 

the evaluative process. Research focusing on development and testing has often been referred to 

in the communication research literature as “formative research” (Stacks, 2002). As noted by 

James and Larissa Grunig on the use of formative research: 

…formative research [is used] to identify strategic publics, to determine how the 

organization can communicate best to develop quality relationships with those 

publics, to develop departmental structures that facilitate communication with 

strategic publics, and to determine how the organization can align its behavior 

with the needs of its publics. (Grunig & Grunig, 2001, p. 9) 

While Grunig and Grunig clearly articulated the overall value of formative research in 

communication and public relations, they did not fully embrace that the role of developmental or 

formative research is considerably more than “how the organization can communicate” and what 

structures need to be in place to facilitate communication with key publics and strategic 

audiences. As noted earlier, when the Excellence Pyramid was introduced the first two steps at 

the basic level include (1) determining which specific messages should be communicated to 

effect behavioral change against a target audience and (2) if these messages are reaching this 

audience in order to have a measurable impact on behavior. 

The essential element in the design of research for development and testing (formative 

research) is to determine, through all available data sources (qualitative, quantitative, and 

existing research), which messages are most motivating to target audiences for encouraging a 

desired behavior in addition to establishing benchmarks for the key motivational and behavioral 

measures that reliably impact business outcomes and, in turn, serve as basis for measuring the 

impact of a communication program. 

While there is no standardized structure for this phase of the measurement process, the 

research needs to serve multiple functions to develop a program that will effect behavioral 

change, as well serve as a mechanism that will determine if the program is meeting its goals 

based on an analysis of specific stages of the communication lifecycle. This typically 

necessitates the use of survey research that include standardized measures that assess how 

communication impacts behavioral change. 

As mentioned previously, Michaelson and Stacks (2011) identified what they called the 

essential elements that are core to a standardized measurement program. These measures, 
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commonly referred to as B.A.S.I.C., cover five distinct areas in communication assessment that 

are tied to the delivery of messages and their impact on business outcomes: 

• Build awareness of a brand, topic or issue 

• Advance levels or degrees of knowledge on those items aware of 

• Sustain relevance of messages on the specific subject or topic 

• Initiate behavioral intent or action among a target audience due to exposure to 

messages 

• Create advocacy among the target audience in support of the messages 

The use of these standardized measures is to assess the absolute and relative performance 

of a communication program on each of the measures that impact behavior (Michaelson & 

Stacks, 2011, p. 4).  

These measures, most importantly, function as the foundation for developing a communication 

strategy that determines which messages will be most effective in contributing to meeting 

business objectives, while also taking into consideration where on the overall lifecycle a 

communication plan needs to focus its efforts—awareness, knowledge, relevance, intent to take 

action or creating advocacy. 

Message Distribution 

Identifying messages that contribute to the achievement of business objectives, while also 

determining the cognitive stages of an intended audience on a topic or issue, are essential 

elements for the foundation of a communication measurement program. However, unless the 

messages identified in the development and testing stage are actually received by a target 

audience—either directly or through an intermediary—there cannot be an impact on target 

audience behaviors or business outcomes that can be attributed to public relations activities. 

While this conclusion seems axiomatic, there is no readily available research that has 

examined the omission of intended messages in outbound communication or the impact of these 

omissions on business outcomes.9 Nonetheless, there appears to exist a significant likelihood 

(based on anecdotal observation) that in the day-to-day practice of public relations, editorial 

control of outbound communication that assures intended messages are appropriately prominent 

in outbound communications is rarely applied. As Stacks and Michaelson conjectured in 2009 in 

their work comparing the impact of advertising with public relations, an increased level of 

control of editorial content is likely to increase the impact of communication on target audiences. 

(p. 4)  

This stage of the measurement process determines, based on the development and testing 

phase, which messages are most effective in aiding in the achievement of communication goals 

that in turn support business or behavior objectives. These messages, when aligned with the 

B.A.S.I.C. model, can emphasize awareness, knowledge, relevance, or a combination of these 

areas to the target audience depending on the informational and motivational needs identified in 

the initial measurement phase. 

Once these messages are identified and prioritized, it then becomes incumbent on 

communicators to review all outbound communication to assure that all relevant and impactful 

messages are included in these communications. While this measurement phase is typically 

understood as part of editorial or governance procedures, it remains an essential stage in 

 
9 This finding was based on a Google Scholar (scholar.google.com) and general Google search 

using the search terms “errors in press releases” and “omissions in press releases. Search was 

conducted on November 18, 2017 
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determining if the flow of messages from communicator to intermediary to target audience 

proceeds uninterrupted. It is only when relevant and impactful messages are included in 

outbound communication, that it then becomes possible to determine the impact of 

communication activity on intermediaries and target audiences. 

This assessment of message distribution in outbound communication in turn becomes the 

basis for determining if intended messages are delivered to intermediaries who in turn provide 

access to messages to intended audiences. 

Message Delivery 

While the distribution of messages is an essential step in achieving communication and, 

in turn, business objectives, intended messages still must be delivered to target audiences if there 

is any expectation of creating impact. The most apt analogy for understanding the role of 

message delivery in achieving communication objectives is that of a manufacturer creating and 

packaging a product. Unless the finished and packaged product is actually distributed to a retailer 

or other outlet, the intended consumer does not have access to nor derive the benefits associated 

with the product. 

As Michaelson, Stacks, and Clark noted in 2017: “…message delivery is at the core of 

measurement in determining the success of any communication program…” (p. 14). They further 

argue: “Without the ability to determine if the delivery of intended messages to a target audience 

occurs, an organization will not be able to effectively determine if their communication activities 

contribute to the business goals the communication program is intended to support” (p. 14). In 

essence, while determining if messages are delivered is essential, this type of analysis is equally 

important to understand where media relations programs are succeeding and where adjustments 

are needed if a public relations program is to achieve its goals.  Further, five other factors 

impact on message delivery decisions:  Situation, Exposure, Frequency, and Control.  Clearly, 

delivery planning requires an understanding of audience positions on each of the factors that 

impact on message strategy.  The focus of this section, however, is with messaging that is under 

the control of the organization—with the exception of crisis communication (which in best 

practices organizations is planned but also with the understanding that once the crisis has begun 

strategy may change).  Based on the B.A.S.I.C. model, each cell in the table can be assessed as 

to where the target audience(s) is in regard to the communication lifecycle model. 

While there are numerous methods for the analysis of media content, it was not until the 

work of Michaelson and Griffin (2005) that the concept of message delivery as a primary focus 

of content analysis appeared in the public relations research literature. In that paper, they 

identified nine traditional approaches to content analysis,10 (pp. 2-5) as well as the “fatal flaws” 

of these commonly used methods of content analysis: 

  

 
10Clip counting, circulation and readership analysis, advertising value equivalence (AVE), 

simple content analysis, message analysis, tonality analysis, prominence analysis, quality of 

coverage and competitive analysis. 
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The first flaw is the absence of a basic analytic structure that determines the 

accuracy of coverage overall and more specifically determines the accuracy of 

specific messages included in the content of articles under analysis. The second 

flaw is the failure to link analysis to communications objectives and public 

relations messages. (p. 6) 

In that paper, Michaelson and Griffin argued that determining message accuracy “is 

based on an analysis of four basic elements”: (1) the inclusion of basic facts or information, (2) 

the presence of misstatements or erroneous information, (3) incomplete information and (4) the 

omission of relevant facts or information that should have appeared in consideration of the 

overall context of the article (p. 6). Consequently, without a thorough understanding if messages 

are accurately delivered, it is challenging to diagnose if and why a program or campaign is 

succeeding or if the campaign needs modification going forward.  As noted in Table 1, the 

ability to control delivery and reporting of business messaging requires a planned, multiple 

message delivery strategy. 

While there are numerous challenges with implementing this form of content analysis, it 

has shown to be highly reliable and is predictive of other common measures of media content. 

This is particularly true of the sentiment or tonality of articles where levels of sentiment correlate 

highly with overall levels of message delivery particularly when the presence of negative or 

erroneous messages is included in the assessment (Michaelson, Stacks, & Clark, 2017, pp. 10-

12). In that analysis, higher levels of intended message delivery were predictive of higher levels 

of overall sentiment (p. 13). 

Message Reaction 

Assessing if messages are delivered to intended audiences is an essential element of a 

communication measurement program. It is equally important to also assess reaction to these 

messages once they have been delivered. Over the past decade, the development of social media 

has provided a unique ability to conduct this assessment. 

While there has been much debate about the role of social media as part of the practice of 

public relations, the role of traditional media and what is commonly referred to as “social media” 

have become highly intertwined and cross-referenced to the point that the form of physical 

delivery (print or electronic) or format (news article, commentary, opinion) can no longer define 

either the traditional or social media formats. 

What defines the role of social media in the creation of a communication measurement 

program are two factors: (1) the ability of an audience through social media to publicly react to 

news and information in real time and (2) the ability of that reaction to be shared openly even 

among those who do not have a personal relationship with the individual who is originating the 

comments. In essence we now have a means of assessing organic reactions to news, events, 

information, and messaging by conducting deep social media analysis. 

While there are many approaches to social media analysis, the core of any social media 

measurement needs to include: (1) determining relevance of the post, topics, and subjects 

included in the post to the overall communication programs, (2) determining if the posts 

reference intended messages, and (3) assessing sentiment toward the messages, topics, or 

subjects from the perspective of the author of the post, who may become a significant third party 

uncontrolled endorser of the message. This last assessment is in direct contrast to the assessment 

of sentiment in traditional media where sentiment preferably should be assessed from the impact 

of the article on a neutral reader. In social media, it is the reader him/herself who is actually 

expressing their own sentiment on the subject or message at hand. 
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While understanding organic reaction to a communication program is a critical part of 

public relations measurement, it is however limited in its ability to assess the actual impact of a 

communication program. While social media is a widespread phenomenon, participation in 

social media is extremely uneven among populations. As of 2016, 69 percent of adult Americans 

(18 years and older) participated in at least one form of social media (Pew Research Center, 

2017). While levels of participation in social media among the overall population are quite high, 

there is significant variance by population segment which is most pronounced in a generational 

analysis where approximately nine in 10 adults under age 30 participate. This compares to two-

thirds of those ages 50 to 53 and one-third of those 65 and older who participate in social media. 

These participation levels however only present a limited understanding of generational 

differences in social media use. Not only do overall participation levels vary by age, participation 

also varies by level of activity. This is noted as active and passive social media participation 

(Pagani, Ronald, & Hofacker, 2011). There is much discussion for why some individuals 

actively participate in social media while others participate passively, there is ample anecdotal 

evidence that younger adults who grew up in a social media environment are more likely than 

older adults (ages 50 and older) to actively participate by publishing social media posts and 

sharing information on social media. 

Compounding this is that oftentimes active participation in social media is further limited 

to a select number of individuals who post frequently while others are merely only content to 

share posted material created by others or merely follow active participants. This has been 

referred to as the “1/9/90 rule” which “posits that on a social media network or review site, only 

1 percent of users will actively create content. Another 9 percent, the editors, will participate by 

commenting, rating or sharing the content. The other 90 percent watch, look and read without 

responding” (Kuchinskas, n.d.).  This has also been described as an audience of “lurkers,” or 

those who stay in the background most of the time but may engage in the conversation at 

unpredictable points in time (Chen, 2017). 

Taken at face value, this hypothesis presents a perspective that social media analysis 

when compared to traditional random survey research, is, at best, limited in its ability to predict 

the impact of a communication program using that tool alone since only a self-selected and 

unusually vocal audience of approximately one percent of social media participants would be 

used to determine the thoughts and opinions of all passive readers. Consequently, primary 

research based on random sampling methods that examines those factors which influence 

behavior is needed to fully assess the impact of public relations activities. 

Message Impact 

Earlier in this manuscript, we emphasized that the initial stage of measurement is 

development and testing (see ms. pages 13-16). This development and testing phase serves 

multiple purposes that include the identification and validation of messages that will likely have 

an intended impact with a target audience as well as determining where on the communication 

lifecycle the intended audience stands. Is the audience aware of the product, service or issue that 

is the focus of the communication program? What is the level of knowledge among the intended 

audience about the product, service or issue in question? Is the product, service or issue relevant 

or meaningful to the target audience? Does the target audience intend to take a preferred action 

concerning the products, service or issue? Will the target audience advocate for the product, 

service or issue? 

It is this second benefit of the research conducted at the development and testing phase 

that is at the core of measuring impact. Knowing at which stage an audience stands in this 
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lifecycle is essential for determining the impact of delivered messages, diagnosing where a 

communication program is succeeding, and where the program needs adjustment in order to 

achieve its goal impact behavior and in turn affecting business outcomes. This initial research 

phase sets a benchmark using the B.A.S.I.C. model that is used to determine where a 

communication program is succeeding and where it needs adjustment. This assessment is 

particularly critical for the three initial stages of the communication lifecycle since behavioral 

intent, and in turn advocacy, are unlikely to be impacted unless the intended audience is aware of 

the product service or issue, has correct knowledge on the subject, while also finding the 

messages identified in the development and testing measurement phase relevant and motivating. 

This measurement process is, in effect, a feedback loop where messaging is developed 

and tested, its distribution is determined, and its impact based on exposure is measured. In turn, 

this provides diagnostic information to adapt the program to assure messages achieve their 

intended effect. 

Conclusion:  Standardization of the Model 

While the adoption of the “end-to-end” measurement model provides a strong basis for an 

effective measurement program, other considerations also need to be included in the 

implementation of this systematic approach. While tracking the impact of messages is the most 

essential aspect of measurement, it is equally important to also be able to determine if a 

communication program is successful beyond absolute goals and includes relative measures that 

assess how the program’s achievements compare with other communication efforts. These 

comparisons can be between companies, products, regions, managers, and any other measure that 

identifies how successful a communication program is relative to expected communication 

norms. This requires standardization of the measurement process so that comparative analysis 

can be conducted that provides these insights based on relative measures (Michaelson & Stacks, 

2011, p. 4). While Michaelson and Stacks (2011, 2014, 2017) have proposed a series of 

standardized measures using the B.A.S.I.C. model, that have been tested for validity and 

reliability, it is most important for communicators to adopt standardized models for use within 

their organizations rather than rely of industry standards that are unlikely to be widely adopted 

(Michaelson, Stacks, & Clark, 2017).  
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Abstract 

We look at the business elements of public relations work and their relationship to leadership 

development. With common practices of Japanese companies as a model, we argue that PR and 

communication department can make meaningful contributions to nurture senior managers and 

executives who look over the entire organization. 
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1. Introduction 

The most important issue for companies has been and will be in coming years to secure 

competent human resources, especially senior executives who lead the entire company 

(McConnell and Schaninger, 2019). Mr. Konosuke Matsushita, founder of Matsushita Electric 

Industrial (now Panasonic) and still one of the most respected business leaders in Japan said, “A 

company is all about people who composed it.” And he repeatedly said that Matsushita Electric 

Industrial is a company that nurtures people as well as manufactures electric appliances11. The 

perception that the people working at the company are the most important resource is the eternal 

truth for establishing long-lasting corporate management. 

This research started from the career observation of PR managers of Japanese 

companies and aims to explore the possibility of developing a public relations function that is not 

unique for Japanese companies. By looking at the role that a PR department can play in overall 

corporate management, this study focuses on the contribution PR departments can make toward 

solving the issue of securing senior managers and corporate leaders. 

 

2. Literature Review 

2-1. Leader search 

The search for company leaders is always the most pressing issue. Although many 

companies have competent human resources inside the company, they try to bring candidate 

leaders from outside at high cost (Fernández-Aráoz et al., 2017). With such measures, competent 

human resources within the company will lose motivation and exit the company in search of 

opportunities outside. A well-functioning external labor market boosts this movement. 

There also exists research indicating that generalists “are more likely to be tapped as 

leaders” than specialists (Merluzzi, 2016). We also should note that “…under conditions of 

significant decision uncertainty, a higher proportion of domain experts on a board may detract 

from effective decision making and thus increase the probability of organizational failure” 

(Almandoz and Tilcsil, 2016). 

The issue here in relation to the search of leaders is whether we can convert human 

resources who have professional education/training and experienced in specific functional areas 

to generalist-like talent that can flexibly respond to business requirement. It is difficult for small 

and medium-sized enterprises to acquire competent talent from the outside due to high costs. 

Thus, training of human resources that already exist inside the company becomes a realistic 

alternative (Cardon and Stevens, 2004). It is important, therefore, not to depend on the external 

labor market but to support human resources development and career improvement within the 

company. Even in large companies, the cost of acquiring talent cannot be ignored; therefore, 

training within the company as an alternative is meaningful. 

 

2-2. Leadership development 

How to realize the potential capabilities of human resources that exist in the company is 

the most important issue from the viewpoint of the company’s long-term sustainability. 

However, before companies face the reality of not succeeding in nurturing their next-generation 

leaders (Fernández-Aráoz et al., 2017), there is an opportunity and meaning to seek out a new 

approach. 

Some important aspects have been identified concerning leadership development. For 

 
11 https://www.php.co.jp/seminar/m-keieijuku/meigen.html 
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example, “leadership development in practice today means helping people learn from their work 

rather than taking them away from their work to learn” (Moxley and O’Connor Wilson, 1998, as 

cited in Day, 2001). Leadership development can be considered as consisting of 360-degree 

feedback, executive coaching, mentoring, networking, job assignment, and action learning (Day, 

2001). These activities are done in the work place, not in an external classroom. From our 

communication perspective, it is necessary to see the content of the discussion in a bit more 

detail as to what “networking” means. Day (2001) stated that, 

As a way of breaking down barriers between functional areas, some organizations 

include development activities aimed at fostering broader individual networks. An 

important goal of networking initiatives is to develop leaders beyond merely 

knowing what and knowing how, to knowing who in terms of problem-solving 

resources. （p. 596) 

 

Personal environmental factors are pointed out in leadership development theory as to 

what the leader’s qualities are and how individuals acquire leadership qualities. It is the 

accumulation of experiences long before choosing a career and extends back to before primary 

education and discipline at home (Day, 2001). In this discussion, we see a tendency that 

emphasis is placed on such experiences and environmental factors before selecting a job. 

However, this discussion has little meaning in the discussion of developing next-generation 

leader candidates within a company. What we derive from this discussion is only the search 

theory focusing on how to find persons equipped with the conditions of a leader and that 

insufficient attention is given to the viewpoint of nurturing. 

On the other hand, concerning the training of company managers, Mintzberg claimed 

that “management is not a science … and most management is craft, meaning that it relies on the 

job” (Mintzberg, 2004, p. 10). His discussion is based on the recognition that management is 

practical. He continued that “Were management a science or a profession, we could teach it to 

people without experience (p. 10).” Therefore, the way to find managers is at the place of 

practice and knowledge based on practical experience and awareness develops the qualities 

required for managers. Further, “If management is a practice, then some sort of apprenticeship 

has to figure prominently in how it is learned. In other words, some formal learning should 

happen significantly on the job (p.202).” From this point as well, the importance of learning 

through “work” within the company is clear. In fact, there is an observation: 

Executives were asked to identify crucial events in their development as leaders. 

Their stories showed that they felt they learned more from influential people at 

work and from the challenges inherent in their jobs than from formal training 

programs and other non-work experiences. (Ohlott, 1998, as cited in Mintzberg, 

p. 203) 

 

Therefore, learning in a practical place cannot be discussed as a general theory: It is learned 

through concrete work experience. To make learning effective, the idea of customization is 

necessary. One of the solutions to this problem is a corporate university. 

 

2-3. Internal training opportunities 

A corporate university provides in-house training. According to The Economist, over 

4,000 companies have corporate universities (The Economist, May 16, 2015). A corporate 

university is positioned as a part of the company’s efforts to realize its strategic goals (Allen, 
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2007). It is an institution and function responsible for the leadership development of “the 

company” while directly addressing the various challenges that companies face. 

Krishnamoorthy, former Vice President of GE’s Executive Development and its Chief 

Learning Officer said that “a corporate university can and should be used to drive strategic and 

cultural change and to champion individual and collective growth.” He pointed out that GE’s 

CEO Jeff Immelt had participated in almost all management training courses conducted more 

than 100 times for mid-level executives (Krishnamoorthy, 2014). 

Looking at another case, Motorola’s Vice President Institute has three overall goals for 

its executive programs: 

1. Teach VPs about the company’s unique heritage and culture. 

2. Help VPs explore new ways to invent new technologies and business. 

3. Foster networking. 

(Eller, 1995 as cited in Day, 2001, p. 596). 

In this case, consideration is given as to how to share company-specific experience and 

knowledge, and how to bestow accumulated experience to the next generation. This also 

encourages next-generation managers and leaders to understand the corporate culture. The 

specific form of top management’s commitment is not only that the CEO directs the 

establishment of corporate universities and other training measures, but also spend his/her time 

on the continuous implementation of the program. In other words, program participants have the 

opportunity to talk directly with the CEO and other top management about the company’s vision 

and mission. 

 

2-4. Leadership in PR research 

In relation to the leadership discussion in PR research, the role theory is proposed to 

grasp public relations practice as the roles of technicians and managers. In this theory, public 

relations work is judged whether it is a technician or a manager role depending on the contents of 

the individual work and not by an individual’s position in the organization. In the actual work, 

the same person performs a combination of tasks of both technician and manager role. If focus is 

on an individual, then this individual is either predominantly a technician or a manager. 

Therefore, the concept of role theory is not dichotomy; rather, it captures the role as a continuum 

that continuously changes from a technician to a manager role. Furthermore, Wright (1995) 

argued that “(T)the study at hand suggests the existence of a third major organizational role for 

public relations-the communication executive (p.185).” 

In relation to career extension from technician to manager and further to a 

communication executive role, the need for management education (Turk, 1989) and leadership 

education (Meng, 2013) within PR education has been discussed. However, there is no detailed 

research on the transition from technician to manager role and, subsequently, to communication 

executive role as a career path. 

Regarding the qualities of PR leaders, Martinelli and Erzikova (2017) based their 

research on a set of six dimensions of PR leadership drawn from Berger and Meng (2014). 

Looking at the six dimensions of PR leadership, these are not significanty different from 

leadership in other occupations; in other words, we do not see any specific dimension that is PR-

specific. 

If this is the case, then will the road to organization-wide leader be open to the PR 

leader who fulfill the of PR leadership requirements? We cannot confirm a research that has 

discussed the development of PR leaders to leaders beyond public relations/communication 
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functions. As will be described later, in the case of Japanese public relations managers, the 

development of such careers is not a rare and exceptional case. 

In PR research, the scope of leadership theory remains within the reach of the public 

relations department. No research appears to exist that examines the view that PR leaders can 

extend their career to organization-wide leaders. However, from the viewpoint of the qualities 

required of the leader, there is no theoretical reason why a PR leader cannot become an 

organization-wide leader. Or it may be the case that the PR leaders confine themselves to a 

“professional cage” from the time they gain a professional education and perceive their 

occupation as a public relations/communication expert. 

 

2-5. Causes of Organizational failure 

The fundamental responsibility of corporate executives and CEO is to avoid 

organizational failure and ensure long-term existence of the organization; thus to meet and fulfill 

expectation of stakeholders. Our focus is on leadership development. However, we need to look 

into the causes of organizational failure that corporate leaders are supposed to prevent. 

According to Garicano and Rayo (2016), organizational failures are caused by different 

organizational factors. They draw eight factors that cause organizational failure based on the 

extensive survey of organizational economics literatures.  

 

1) Multitasking problems 

(1) Short-termism: An agent’s contribution to output is easier to measure. Thus facing allocation 

issue of their resources, agents gravitate toward allocating more resources on the easy-to-

measure tasks (p.141). This tendency creates trade-off between short-term profit making and 

long-term preventive action to alleviate catastrophic risk. Companies effort to limit short-

termism include compensation contracts that limit managers temptation to gamble, and 

introducing independent risk management functions such as Chief Risk Officers.  

 

(2) Decentralized authority and coordination failures: “A basic problem organization face is that 

information about local conditions is generally dispersed and known only to local managers.” 

(p.147). Decentralizing authority to local managers who have local knowledge is the usual 

solution to the problem. However, decentralization may create trade-off between synergies 

(company-wide optimization) and adaptation (local maximization). Garicano and Rayo note that 

“decentralized organizations attempt to facilitate cooperation by establishing informal personal 

networks among employees.” (p.155). 

 

2) Communication failures 

(1) Problem of ‘soft’ or unverifiable information: Information is manipulated in an attempt to 

influence decision makers. “The general result is that incentive conflicts lead to noisy 

communication: messages sent in equilibrium are coarse.” (p.156) Or, yes-man phenomenon 

whereby an agent does not send messages contradicting the prior beliefs of his manager.  

“Communication distortions due to incentive conflicts are endemic in organizations, where they 

generate and magnify failures.” (p.158) Organizational economics argue that the solution to this 

issue is incentive alignment. 

 

(2) Problem of ‘hard’ or verifiable information: “Communication is distorted due to agents 

protecting themselves against legal or reputational consequences of being informed.” (p.155) 
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“Agents may choose to conceal information, but if they decide to share, they cannot at the same 

time distort their information. Broadly speaking, the result is full information revelation, despite 

incentive misalignments, owing to an unraveling process: agents with the best signals wish to 

disclose them, and agents with progressively worse signals then follow.” (p.160) Solution to this 

issue is by making the organization more transparent and committing to share all relevant 

information with third parties. 

 

3) Inability to adapt to change due to organizational rigidities 

(1) Vested interests in the Status Quo: Even when an incumbent has a valuable new idea, it may 

be difficult to push it through the organization when agents have already made investments that 

are specific to the old technology. Initial adopters of specific technology develop a vested 

interest in conserving the status quo and attempt to block new competing technologies down the 

road (p.164). Solution to this issue includes defusing power in advance across individuals with 

varying areas of expertise. 

 

(2) Rigid cultures and failure to manage organizational routine: Culture and routine emerge over 

time with repeated actions by all the concerned people. They form the bases of action that are 

well-coordinated and minimally prone to misunderstandings. However, this create organizational 

rigidity against change when needed (p.164). Solution to this issue, according to Garicano and 

Rayo is to give a new mission that create a wide-ranging context for all aspects of the 

organization, “outward-facing” mission, may trigger the change in corporate culture (p.174). 

 

4) Failures caused by bounded rationality 

(1) Hierarchy and the miss-allocation of talent: “Hierarchies economize on scarce time by 

ensuring that those giving directions are more talented than those being directed by them” 

(p.175). Organizational failures arise when those giving directions lack the required talent. “A 

poorly informed board, lacking in the relevant expertise, will tend to select a low quality CEO 

independently of the directors’ incentives. A low quality CEO, in turn, will tend to surround 

himself with poor talent at lower levels of the organization, and so forth.” (p.178) 

 

(2) Coarse communication and code incompatibility: “In practice, communication among agents 

is costly (even in the absence of incentive constraints) and therefore must necessarily be coarse” 

(p.179). To alleviate this coarseness, codes can be designed for efficiency. Well-designed codes 

for a narrow organizational scope may lower potential gains from coordination. “Two 

organizations that have developed different codes will suffer misunderstandings and, as a result, 

all manner of coordination failures” (p.181). Explicit effort is needed to translate and coordinate 

different set of codes. 

 

 Reviewing these eight factors that cause organizational failures from public relations and 

communication perspective, 2) and 4)-(2) are issues directly related to communication, while 

other factors are the issue of coordination, and how to balance between tradeoffs. Coordination is 

the act of aligning goals and activities of different groups. And, in order to balance between two 

conflicting set of objectives, one must recognize that there is a trade-off. In order to do so, one 

must have not only the scope of the business he is directly responsible for, but also the 

perspective of the company as a whole. 
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2-6. An alternative approach to leadership development  

Based on the literature review, we extract following six points that are relevant to our 

discussion. 

First, companies always need outstanding leaders, but it is not easy to acquire 

competent talent. To that end, companies continue by trial and error, but no truly effective means 

has been found. Although various training methods have been devised and actually implemented, 

it has been clarified that external training, i.e., a training that is conducted outside the workplace, 

is not necessarily effective. The path to senior managers is not in the classroom; rather, it is in 

the field of practice. The qualities required for managers are developed based on the knowledge 

and intuition cultivated through diverse work experience. 

Second, there are a number of methodologies, such as 360-degree feedback, 

networking, job assignment, and others regarding leadership development on-site within the 

company. These methodologies indicate that awareness and learning through a wide range of 

business experience in the company, stimulation received from mentors and coaches during such 

experiences, and cross-functional human networks are necessary and effective components in 

nurturing senior managers. 

Third, internal training programs, including corporate universities, have been attempted 

in the training of mid-level managers. These internal training programs are in line with the 

business goals of individual companies and are customized to include corporate history and 

business characteristics. 

Fourth, different approaches are needed for 1) discussion of leadership focusing on 

individual qualities and 2) discussion of training managers responsible for the management of 

the entire organization. Leadership development theory focuses on individual qualities as a 

leader. For this reason, this argument does not fully address company-specific requirements. 

However, considering the works expected of senior managers and corporate executives, it is 

important and necessary for them to understand the situation unique to each company, such as 

deep understanding of the company businesses, the characteristics of its own products and 

services, and the corporate culture and the history. It is also necessary to acquire a broad human 

network within the company in order to smoothly carry out their work and fulfill their 

responsibilities. 

Fifth, as one climbs higher up the corporate ladder, the more necessary it is to keep the 

whole company in perspective. The CEO and the members of the C-suite who assist the CEO 

must be “generalist” in this regard. 

Sixth, causes of organizational failure are, in essence, communication and coordination 

issues. Efficient communication at one level may not be the effective communication at another 

level. If left untouched, conflicts and trade-offs will result in organizational failure. A certain 

level of mutual understanding and knowledge sharing are necessary as conditions for 

establishing meaningful communication. This is exactly the code issue that Garicano and Rayo 

(2016) pointed out as the cause of organizational failure. How to clear this issue of code 

incompatibility to prevent organizational failure is an important concern from the 

communication point of view. 

 

3. Research Question 

The intention of the research question to be considered in this research is to capture the 

public relations function in a multifaceted manner within the company’s management activities. 

In other words, in addition to effective implementation of the communication function that 
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public relations should fulfill, this research asks how the public relations function can contribute 

to responding to the urgent issues faced by management. 

When we look at the “PR function’s potential in fostering corporate executives,” we 

find there are two aspects to it. One is that PR leaders may be capable of running a company 

beyond the boundaries of public relations as part of the management team. The other is that 

executive candidates may be able to further strengthen their management ability by experiencing 

the PR function. In this research, we focus on the possibility of the PR department as a training 

ground for management executive candidates to develop and strengthen their capabilities. 

 

RQ: Of all aspects of management capabilities required of corporate executives, which will be 

developed and strengthened through work experience within a public relations department? 

 

This question asks about the content of PR work experience that contributes to 

strengthening executives’ management capabilities. As a corollary of this research question we 

also ask: What is the merit for the PR department in accepting management executive 

candidates. 

 

4．PR Managers in Japanese Companies12 

 

4-1. PR experience of corporate directors and executives in Japanese companies 

In many Japanese companies, the position of the public relations manager is not closed 

to PR professionals; therefore, managers with various functional experiences come to work in the 

public relations department for a certain period of time. Given that experience, it is common for 

them to advance to a responsible position in various departments within the company. 

Of the top 50 companies with the highest market capitalization in Japan, 26 companies 

(more than half) have at least one board director or executive officer with experience in the PR 

department. 

 

 

 
12 Here, the PR manager is both the Executive Officer in Charge of PR and General Manager of 

PR and PR-related departments. 
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It is clear from this table that in the case of senior managers promoted to board 

members and executive officers that having experience in public relations work is no exception. 

Furthermore, it can be confirmed that CEOs with public relations experience exist in Japanese 

listed companies. This is confirmed in the following statement made by Mr. Hisashi Maruyama, 

CEO, Hitachi Chemical Co. Ltd. during a media interview when he assumed the CEO position in 

2016: 

 

After the training period in the US, I worked in the public relations department. If 

legal affairs is logical, I learn the importance of dialogue in public relations. I 

would like to emphasize dialogue with employees and want to draw out the 

abilities of each person. (August 16, 2016 Nikkei Sangyo Shimbun <Japan Business 

Daily>) 

 

4-2. Career path of PR managers in Japanese companies 

For both the Executive Officers in Charge of PR (Table 2) and the General Managers 

of Public Relations departments (Table 3), their positions prior to PR are dispersed in various 

functional departments within the company as are their subsequent posts. Judging from the 

career path of PR managers, it can be inferred that the PR in Japan is considered “generalist PR.” 

Thus, the career of PR managers is not confined to the PR function. 

In addition, these executives and managers did not join the company as public relations 

professionals. Before being in the position of a public relations manager, they did not have skills 

and knowledge in the area of public relations, nor did they receive education or training. 

Japanese PR managers acquire PR skills and techniques through work. On the job training (OJT) 

is functioning. 
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4-3. Career perceptions of PR managers of Japanese company 

PR managers and corporate executives in charge of PR seem to recognize the value of 

PR experience for future management candidates. In some cases, executive officers in charge of 

PR make requests to the human resource department to move young competent managers who 

can potentially become senior executives to the PR department. 

 

The following are observations by Japanese PR managers (Miyabe, 2018), 

Mr. B: At the initial stage, I attended PRSJ’s seminars and workshops. And I learned the skill 

while working with experienced staff. 

 

Mr. A: When I became a General Manager of PR, what I thought most was about the career path 

of staff members. The work of the PR Department covers the whole company, and the staff 

members have opportunities to have daily contact with the members of the management layer. 

PR Unit Manager and CSR Manager are in regular contact with environment surrounding the 

company, and it’s a unique position in the corporate headquarter structure. So, these posts 

provide unique opportunities for the career formation of young managers. 

 

5. Development Opportunities that a PR Department Can Offer 

 

5-1. Task and functions of the PR department 

The purpose of this research is to examine what kinds of development opportunities a 
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public relations department can provide for corporate executive candidates through work 

experience. The situation assumed here is to let the target person move to the public relations 

department for a certain period of time to experience the work.  

The content of public relations work carried out by US practitioners can be confirmed 

from the result of USC GAP survey (Table 4). Tasks such as media relations, reputation, and 

crisis management are positioned at the top of the list while social media- and web-related tasks 

are lined up reflecting the rapid progress of ICT. The measurement and evaluation of public 

relations effectiveness are also indicated as important functions and responsibilities. 

 
Table 5 shows the results of similar surveys for Japanese practitioners. Although there 

are differences in item wording and order, the public relations work shown here differs little 

between Japan and the United States. Further, Table 5 lists the tasks that comprise PR activities 

for Japanese practitioners. The items listed here overlap with the functions and responsibilities of 

US practitioners shown in Table 4. In other words, when looking at the level of work and tasks, 

there is no significant difference in the PR work of Japanese and US practitioners. 

It is needless to point out that activities such as media relations, internal 

communication, reputation management, crisis communication, social media-related activities, 

and measurement and evaluation are all communication activities covering the entire company. 
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Next, in the US textbooks, the following explanation is given about public relations 

work. In “This is PR”, by Newsom, Turk, and Kruckeberg, the following ten items are presented 

as “Ten basic principles of the function and role of public relations practice”: 

 

(1) Public relations deals with reality, not false fronts. Consequently planned programs that put 

the public interests in the forefront are the basis of sound public relations policy. 

(2) Public relations is a service-oriented occupation in which public interest, not personal reward, 

should be the primary consideration. 

(3) Because the public relations practitioner must go to the public to seek support for programs 

and policies, public interest is the central criterion by which he or she should select these 

programs and policies. 

(4) Because the public relations practitioner reaches many publics through mass media, which 

are the public channels of communication, the integrity of these channels must be preserved. 

(5) Because PR practitioners are in the middle between an organization and its publics, they must 

be effective communicators – conveying information back and forth until understanding and 

(ideally) consensus are reached. 

(6) To expedite two-way communication and to be responsible communicators, public relations 

practitioners must use scientific public opinion research extensively. 

(7) To understand what their publics are saying and to reach them effectively, public relations 

practitioners must employ the social sciences – psychology, sociology, social psychology – 

and the literature of public opinion, communication and semantics. 

(8) Because a lot of people do PR research, the PR person must adapt the work of other, related 

disciplines, including learning theory and other psychology theories, sociology, political 

science, economics and history. 

(9) Public relations practitioners are obligated to explain problems to the public before these 

problems become crises. 

(10) A public relations practitioner should be measured by only one standard: ethical 

performance. 

Newsom, Turk, and Kruckeberg, 11th ed. (2013, pp. 4–5) 

 

This list of ten basic principles can be understood to represent the ideal public relations 

practitioner. The list can also be understood as a code of conduct to be adhered to as public 

relations practitioners. However, if we replace “PR” and “PR practitioners” with “management” 

and “executive managers and CEO,” most if not all of these ten principles would be the 

principles that we expect executive managers and CEO to observe. Although this list of 

principles is written for public relations practitioners, it does not list conditions that are unique to 

public relations and that do not apply to other functions. Rather, it is the basic conditions related 

to the whole business conducts of the company. This suggests that the public relations function is 

deeply involved in the management of the entire company. 

Next, in Effective Public Relations (9th edition) of Cutlip, Center, and Broom, the 

following ten items are enumerated as PR practitioners’ work assignment. 

 

(1) Writing and editing: news releases, newsletters to employees and external stakeholders, 

annual reports, web and online messages, etc. 

(2) Media relations and placement: contacting and responding to media 

(3) Research: gathering information about public opinion, trends, emerging issues 
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(4) Management and administration: programming and planning, administering personnel, 

budget, and schedule. 

(5) Counseling: advising top management on the environment, consulting with the management 

team on critical issues 

(6) Special events: arranging and managing news conferences, conventions, anniversary 

celebrations, etc. 

(7) Speaking: appearing before groups, coaching others for speaking assignments 

(8) Production: creating communications using multimedia knowledge and skills, desktop 

publishing, audio and video recording and editing 

(9) Training: preparing executives and other designated spokespersons to deal with media and to 

make other public appearances 

(10) Contact: serving as liaison with media, community, and other internal and external groups. 

Listening, negotiating, managing conflict, and reaching agreement as mediator between the 

organization and its important stakeholders. 

Cutlip, Center, and Broom, 9th ed. (2006, pp. 34–35) 

 

The ten principles of Newsom et al. are close to the code of conduct of PR 

practitioners; however, the ten items of Cutlip et al. articulate concrete tasks and work contents 

performed by PR practitioners. The tasks for PR can be summarized as communication 

management, reputation management, and relationship management. From different 

perspectives, it is possible to view PR activities as planning and execution, or also as internal and 

external. The reason that Newsom et al. cite the word “all are managerial role” (Fraser Likely as 

cited on p. 4 of Newsom, Turk, and Kruckeberg, 2013) is based on the recognition that public 

relations are management itself. This understanding implies that the work experience gained in 

public relations department is not only effective in the public relations field, but can have 

meaning in general for corporate management. 

 

5-2. Leadership development and communication function 

To solve, or at least lessen negative impact of factors identified as cause of 

organizational failures, organizational economics focuses on the design of incentive system. 

Recognizing that incentive system is a necessary condition to prevent organizational failure, we 

argue that sufficient condition is broad knowledge and informed network which can be provided 

through the working experience at PR department. As mentioned above, in order to climb up a 

corporate ladder and assume top-level management positions, a corporate executive candidate 

needs to have a company-wide perspective and an effective communication ability. They should 

transform themselves from the experts with knowledge and experience of specific functions into 

high-level generalists. They can gain the experience and awareness of communication and 

coordination by engaging in public relations practices. 

Specifically, through work experience at the PR Department, the corporate executive 

candidates can acquire a company-wide perspective, internal human network, and 

communication skills. Also, the PR Department can offer them the opportunities to gain practical 

experiences in long-term goal setting and efforts toward realization of such goal, and gaining 

insight into the expectation of the stakeholders both inside and outside of the organization, that 

will lead to an objective view of the company. Further, the corporate executive candidates can 

obtain, by participating in PR practices, deep knowledge of current situation and outlook of each 

business units, thus resulting in a deep understanding of company history and culture. 
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5-3. Development opportunities for corporate executive candidates 

In the previous section, we considered the elements of PR activities from the contents of 

public relations work and the principles required by public relations practitioners. By considering 

what knowledge, skills, and attitudes are needed in the PR function, we try to extract factors that 

can be development opportunities for corporate executive candidates. 

 

(1) Know your business, know your company 

Corporate executive candidates that are transferred to PR departments will be 

immediately placed in a situation where they need to speak on behalf of the company. Under 

such circumstances, they need to understand the company’s history, business, and customers in a 

broad perspective. 

The most basic and principal task in public relations work is media relations. At the 

moment of receiving a telephone call from the media, or at the moment of opening an e-mail, the 

PR practitioner becomes the representative of the company. One word there can be an official 

message of the company. At the foundation of the spokesperson’s speech and behavior, there 

should be a deep understanding of what the company’s business is, what value it offers to 

customers, how the value is created, and what kind of company it really is in the first place; 

moreover, there must be words used that explain these without any misunderstanding. In doing 

business in the public relations department, it is necessary to reconfirm these basic matters. 

This experience forms the development opportunities for corporate executive candidates 

while working at public relations departments. There are cases of organizational failures in 

which leaders do not have basic knowledge of companies’ business which is necessary for 

appropriate decision making (Garicano and Rayo, 2016, p.176). These are the typical cases of 

miss-allocation of talents. As a top manager, it should be pre-requisite to know the history of the 

company and deeply understand the various business areas and customers. However, it is rather 

difficult to deeply understand the overall picture of the company for those who have only 

specific functional experience or business domain experience. The opportunity to be able to 

acquire such company-wide perspective through practice is to engage in PR work. When 

corporate executive candidates are transferred to the PR department, they may face an immediate 

circumstance where they have to speak on behalf of the company. With such an imminent 

situation, they are forced to review and understand the company history, business, and customers 

from a broad perspective. 

 

(2) Networking 

Corporate executive candidates can build a human network that spans throughout the 

company while conducting PR tasks. Such a network can provide a foundation for understanding 

the activities of various divisions of the company. This will be a valuable asset when they 

assume positions that overlook the entire company in their subsequent career. 

 

Close collaboration with each department within the company is necessary for the 

effective performance of public relations work. It is necessary to explore the inside of the 

company from the viewpoint of a public relations professional as to whether there is any 

newsworthy story to announce. Just awaiting contact from each department, the public relations 

department acts merely as technicians that simply receive instructions and prepare outgoing 

information. In order for PR to be effective as a part of the management function, it is necessary 
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for public relations practitioners to actively check the situation inside the company. For that, it is 

necessary to establish a good relationship with the key persons of each department. Building 

such a human network is also the basis for enabling a prompt and accurate response in the event 

of any problems. 

Building such a human network while acting as a PR manager, corporate executive 

candidates can acquire a valuable asset that can be fully utilized in the subsequent career. The 

human network is the foundation to establish informal communication channel and it 

supplements formal line of reporting in preventing communication failure. When they reach 

management position that require looking whole company, their extensive internal and external 

networks will be the basis for listening to and understanding each department within the 

company that develops various activities. 

 

(3) View from the top 

The PR department represents the company when they write press releases or speak to 

external stakeholders. For corporate executive candidates, this is an activity that simulates top 

management decision making. 

 

The core of a PR department’s responsibility is to speak on behalf of the company and 

to prepare outgoing information with the position representing the company. Close 

communication with top management is indispensable to carry out this task. At the same time, 

the public relations department needs to presume what top management thinks are issues and 

how to deal with it in order to present accurate and effective communication plan. This can be 

considered as a simulation of business judgment as top management and is one of the training 

that corporate executive candidates can experience in the public relations department. The 

decisive difference from the simulation in the classroom is that this simulation may be directly 

linked to communication activities involving the existence of a company. For this reason, 

confirmation and adjustment with top management is essential at the preparation stage of 

information dissemination. This has the aspect of verification of the simulation result and can be 

involved in top management decision making in actual communication activities. 

 

(4) View from the outside 

The PR department is a boundary spanner between the company and the external 

environment. The PR department looks at all stakeholders. In order not to miss signs of crises, 

opportunities, or changes in the environment, PR practitioners need to engage in the 

environmental scanning with mindset as both communicator and goal oriented management. 

 

The public relations department is a boundary spanner between the company and the 

external environment. Sales and marketing departments are also working on the boundaries of 

the organization, but the decisive difference in the public relations department is that all 

stakeholders are included in the public relations department’s perspective. Environment scanning 

is not limited to a specific business area, but is omnidirectional. In order to detect signs to be 

noted for the company from there, both the judgment of the PR specialist and the management’s 

eye to achieve the corporate goal are necessary. Although top management will make the final 

judgment, it is the responsibility of the public relations practitioner to present a meaningful short 

list. 

By engaging in such public relations activities, the corporate executive candidate can 
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touch a broad external viewpoint that cannot be obtained by experience within a specific 

function. They will have an opportunity to touch and understand how their company is seen from 

the stakeholders in various positions and situations. And the environment scanning give them 

practical opportunities to detect sign of changes in business environment. Such knowledge and 

understanding will form a basis for over-riding resistance to change caused by vested interest and 

rigid culture. 

 

(5) Communicator 

PR practitioners are communication experts. By engaging in PR work with these 

experts, corporate executive candidates will gain practical experience and awareness concerning 

two-way communication including listening. 

 

More than anything, a public relations practitioner is a communicator. PR 

communication is not a one-way transmission, but a two-way communication, thus, the 

communicator is also required to be an expert listener. Public relations managers and their staff 

are experts with sufficient knowledge and experience in this regard. Corporate executive 

candidates will gain important awareness and practical experience of two-way communication 

through practical PR work with such experts. Through this work, communication targets are 

diverse. There will be dialog with people from various fields within the company, as well as 

dialog with media and other stakeholders outside the company. In this respect, it will be a 

valuable training ground for corporate executive candidates. 

 

(6) Long-term perspectives 

The definition of PR itself includes a long-term viewpoint. The acquisition of 

reputation, for example, cannot be achieved with short-term measures but through continued 

communication activities combined with appropriate corporate activities. The corporate 

executive candidates can have the opportunity to understand the long-term management 

perspective by engaging in such activities. 

 

Most, if not all, public relations activities should be addressed from a long-term 

perspective as typically shown in reputation management. The definition of PR—to construct 

and maintain a good relationship with the public—itself includes a long-term viewpoint. The 

acquisition of reputation cannot be achieved with short-term measures but through continued 

communication activities combined with appropriate corporate activities. Further, understanding 

that rejection of reputation happens in an instant, this activity is always required to be carried out 

with watchful caution and a keen sense of tension. Corporate executive candidates can have the 

opportunity to understand the long-term management perspective by engaging in such activities. 

The short-term perspective is still important. Companies commit every year’s profit to 

the main stakeholders so they must generate profits every year. However, at the same time it also 

commits to the stakeholder that it will continue to exist for a long time. Although it may be 

implicit, companies commit to providing a stable and consistent supply of products and services 

to customers, and commit to providing employees with a stable workplace. It is an implicit long-

term commitment to continue paying taxes and to fulfill the responsibilities in society. 

 

(7) Generalist 

For corporate executive candidates, public relations activities may appear as an 
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extremely broad and elusive activity. However, top management must keep in perspective the 

entire range of corporate activities and 360-degree environment surrounding the company. When 

the corporate executive candidates come to understand that the PR department supports all 

aspects of corporate activities, it becomes an opportunity for them to break the wall and obtain a 

mindset that extends beyond their existing band of expertise. While maintaining their expertise, 

it will become possible for them to act as generalists, with a wider perspective. 

 

6． Conclusion and Discussion 

 

This paper is the result of a theoretical discussion that examines the essence of public 

relations activities and is not an empirical study that surveys the actual situation of corporate 

public relations activity and draws conclusions from them. Therefore, the conclusions here are 

hypothetical and, thus, should be empirically contested. 

By engaging in PR work, corporate executive candidates can acquire a company-wide 

perspective, recognition and awareness of the issues and opportunities surrounding the company, 

and extensive internal and external networks, which are all necessary for the advancement of 

their careers. This is something that cannot be obtained through other functional tasks. For future 

executives, working in the PR department can be an important step toward the C-suite. 

By engaging in PR work for a certain period of time, corporate executive candidates 

have the opportunity to verbalize the company’s business and vision, reflecting their own 

experience. This is the opportunity to engage in self-reflection. Because PR work is essentially 

long-term oriented, corporate executive candidates have an opportunity to shift their attitude 

toward a long-term orientation as they engage in PR activities. The above processes are not 

automatic. Whether they can utilize this opportunity and advance their own career is all up to the 

corporate executive candidates themselves. 

Prior to joining the PR department, corporate executive candidates do not have 

knowledge and skills specific to the field of public relations. However, they can acquire 

necessary knowledge and skills through OJT. Such knowledge and skills will become a valuable 

asset for their subsequent careers. 

For the PR department, the merits obtained by accepting corporate executive candidates 

from within the company for a certain period of time are as follows. 

- By building direct contacts with senior executives of the future, the PR department can 

raise awareness of its importance within the company. 

- By having senior managers with PR experience who can understand the significance and 

role of PR in various departments of the company, the entire company will have a better 

PR mindset. 

- By having people from various departments working in PR and by also having former PR 

staff working in various departments, PR will have better access to what is happening at 

the forefront of the company’s business. PR can also have a better understanding of the 

way members of other department work, think, and behave. 

- By bringing in different viewpoints within the department, PR can avoid sinking into an 

organizational silo. 

 

Regarding the involvement of the human resource development (HRD) department, it 

is noted that by directly engaging in strategy implementation, they can overcome the problem of 

being a functional silo and make organizational cooperation possible between functions toward 



 

 
 

297 

company-wide goals. In the company-wide strategy, the HRD manager finds a new role for 

HRD, whereas top management and senior managers recognize the potential of HRD (Alagaraja, 

Egan, and Woodman, 2017). The same situation can be expected in the public relations 

department. 
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Abstract 

An online survey (N = 220) empirically tested the coorientation of public affairs (PA) role 

expectations between U.S. Marine Corps PA practitioners and U.S. Marine Corps non-PA 

supervisors and influencers.  The researchers also applied organizational role theory and a job 

satisfaction scale to observe the possible relationship between role ambiguity and role conflict 

and job satisfaction.  Results indicate that role clarity exists and positively correlates to 

increased job satisfaction among PA practitioners. 
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United States military public affairs (PA) serves as the primary communication link between 

the military and the American public it serves.  Military PA practitioners across all service branches 

inform the public about military actions and policies, whether directly through press releases and 

social media, or indirectly through any number of media sources.  Just in the last two decades, 

military PA practitioners remained at the center of communication efforts during wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan and numerous other engagements, all of which required contextual details to develop 

and understand the circumstances.  Success in these missions means the military “must create and 

execute an overall public affairs policy with specific objectives that are clear, easily understood, and 

that is unequivocally followed by every public affairs officer and his commander” (Steward, 2005, p. 

38).  This needed clarity between supervisors and PA ultimately provides the access required for 

military PA practitioners to execute their job without confusion over work assignments.   

A growing divide in the U.S. between civilian and military publics (Kohn, 2008) and the 

increasing complexities of the global information environment make it more important for the 

military to ensure it shares information in a timely and accurate manner.  To achieve this, the 

military must retain proficient, experienced PA practitioners to communicate on its behalf.   

The purpose of this research focuses on how role clarity between U.S. Marine Corps PA 

practitioners and non-PA role senders affects job satisfaction.  An understanding of role dynamics 

serves as one piece of understanding overall job satisfaction among Marine Corps PA practitioners.  

To examine this relationship, the researchers apply concepts of organizational role theory (Kahn, 

Wolfe, Quinn, & Snoek, 1964) and the coorientation model (Newcomb, 1953) to evaluate perceived 

congruence between PA practitioners and role senders.  Understanding this relationship may assist 

in shaping and educating the PA job field to increase effectiveness, education, and proficiency.  

Literature Review 

This study is driven by role theory (Kahn et al., 1964) and employs the coorientation 

model in order to operationalize the focal concept of the PA position description.  The position 

description is a joint military publication outlining the roles and responsibilities of military PA, 

and this study measures the role conflict and ambiguity between PR and Marine Corps 

supervisors and influencers in regard to that joint publication.  

Role Theory 

 Role theory is part of social psychology and organizational communication fields of study.  

Role theory postulates people assuming a role, typically explicated in terms of employment 

roles, assume a defined role set (Kahn et al., 1964).  The role set could exist as narrow and 

specific, or wide-ranging and vague.  Either way, role expectations from related roles, such as 

supervisors and other influencers in an employment setting, reinforce the role set.  The theory 

continues to state that a person making assumptions about his or her role set may experience role 

stressors. 

Role theory describes the effects of role conflict and role ambiguity as stressors from role 

expectations inside an organization.  The theory explores how “role expectations held for a 

certain person by some member of his role set will reflect that member’s conception of the 

person’s office and of his abilities” (Kahn et al.,1964, p. 14).  It applies to supervisor and 

subordinate employment relationships. 

The fundamental purpose of this study centers on understanding if misaligned 

perceptions exist between Marine Corps PA practitioners and non-PA role senders, and if so, 

how that affects PA practitioners’ job satisfaction.  For this research, PA practitioners consist of 

active-duty and reserve Marines, but also civilians working as practitioners within the Marine 

Corps, all of which act as communication managers.  Role senders are defined according to 
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Kahn et al. (1964) and comprise non-PA direct and indirect supervisors along with other non-PA 

Marines and civilians who influence PA practitioners’ role within an organization.  

 Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman (1970) determined that a relationship exists between role clarity 

and job satisfaction.  They found employees responded positively when supervisors acted to 

reduce ambiguity by providing direction in unique circumstances.  Furthermore, a supervisor’s 

clear articulation of expectations to those they manage reduced role conflict and ambiguity.  The 

actions a supervisor takes to reinforce stated roles reduces the subordinate’s stress.  In short, 

knowing a boss’ expectations makes those expectations achievable, reduces distractions and 

speculation, and motivates the employee with the potential for positive verbal reinforcement.  

 In development of the role conflict and ambiguity scale, Rizzo et al. (1970) reviewed several 

studies indicating that “according to the chain-of-command principle, organizations set up on the 

basis of hierarchical relationships with a clear and single flow of authority from the top to the 

bottom should be more satisfying to members” (p. 150).  Marine Corps PA practitioners serve as 

special staff officers, also known as advisors, to their organization’s commander.  This 

delineates them from support staff managers and clarifies the PA practitioners’ reporting 

structure and requirements within the hierarchical chain-of-command. 

Ahlwardt (1984) studied role ambiguity for U.S. Navy PA practitioners.  His unit of study 

was the dyad which consists of an individual U.S. Navy PA practitioner and his or her direct 

superior (Ahlwardt, 1984).  The units of study in this research are the U.S. Marine community of 

PA practitioners and the community of non-PA practitioners.  Units of measure for PA practitioners 

include active-duty, reserve, and civilian graduates of the Defense Information School Public Affairs 

Qualification Course serving in PA practitioner positions.  The unit of study for the non-PA 

practitioner community includes supervisors of PA practitioners, influencers, and peers.  This 

matches Kahn et al.’s (1964) model of supervisors and peers exerting role pressures, based upon 

perception of role, on subordinates.  

Coorientation 

The coorientation model operationalizes role theory, specifically to understand the effects 

of role ambiguity.  Newcomb (1953) first defined coorientation within the present context as an 

evolution of the “simultaneous orientation” (p. 393) system.  Interpersonal interaction is more 

complicated than a simple exchange between two people because the exchange often hinges on 

attitudes toward the content being discussed during the exchange, i.e., the orientation.  The 

orientation of any two people, assuming they are communicating verbally, cannot be made in an 

environmental or social vacuum (Newcomb, 1953).  McLeod and Chaffee (1973) state that a 

study of interpersonal communication is not even a study of people at all, but rather it is a study 

of the inherent social system that exists between them.  This brings forth the idea of ever-present 

environmental and social references between interpersonal communication and how the 

congruence of those references might affect relationships. 

This research borrows the coorientation model to apply the perceptions of U.S. Marine 

Corps PA practitioners and role senders in an effort to examine role ambiguity.  The 

coorientation model explains that a Person A and a Person B have cognitions about an object X, 

but that each person also has perceptions about the other’s cognitions about object X.  The study 

applies Marine Corps PA practitioners as Person A, role senders as Person B, and the PA 

position description as Object X. 

McLeod and Chaffee (1973) introduce an assumption that perceptions within the social 

system, regardless of accuracy, play a part in the thoughts and behaviors of the people who are 

communicating.  It’s possible that communication, at its most basic level, serves to direct 
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attitudinal inconsistencies among people toward symmetry of thought.  Newcomb (1953) argues 

that a number of variables shape relationships, and many are based on the “psychological strain” 

(p. 399) induced by coorientation incongruence.  

         The most important aspect of congruence as it relates to expectations is the idea of 

perceived congruence.  In essence, a person’s perceived congruence will have direct effects on 

that person’s perception of being understood, or contrarily, being misunderstood (Laing, 

Phillipson, & Lee, 1966).  This idea segues directly into how congruence affects job 

satisfaction. 

Ahlwardt (1984) found that misperceptions exist between U.S. Navy PA practitioners and 

their commanding officer.  That study revealed the existence of four coorientation states: 

monolithic consensus, pluralistic ignorance, dissensus, and false consensus (Ahlwardt, 1984).  

Monolithic consensus dominated, meaning slightly more than half of the respondents are in 

agreeance on the PA practitioner’s role in the organization.  The same practitioner also 

perceived his or her commanding officer knew the practitioner’s job responsibilities.  In that 

same study, 13.5% of PA practitioners and commanding officers existed in pluralistic ignorance.  

This means the PA practitioner and commanding officer agreed on the role of PA, but the PA 

practitioner perceived they disagreed.  Meanwhile, 7.7% disagreed on the PA practitioner’s role 

and the practitioner perceived they disagreed.  Finally, 25% existed in false dissensus—the PA 

practitioner and commanding officer disagreed on the role of PA, but the PA practitioner 

perceived they agreed (Ahlwardt, 1984). 

Ahlwardt (1984) used the coorientation model to apply the role sets, also referred to as 

position description, of PA practitioners and role senders, along with the position description as 

the object, to frame the conceptual framework of the study as it applies to perceptions of 

congruence. 

The position description of Marine Corps PA practitioners serves as the focal object in this 

study.  To define this position description, the researchers used a 20-item list from Joint Publication 

(JP) 3-61 (Department of Defense, 2015) that describes the roles and responsibilities of PA 

practitioners across all services.  It represents an objective foundation from which to examine role 

expectations related to perceived roles and the frequency of role enactment.  Role expectations are 

operationalized as the perception of importance of PA roles and the role frequency of application.  

However, JP 3-61 remains pertinent to this research for more than just the definition of position 

description as it also assists in understanding normative behavior. 

JP 3-61 serves as the foundation for all shared understanding among PA practitioners and 

role senders and acts as the guiding document on military PA for all military services (Department of 

Defense, 2015).  This publication exists as a doctrinal and technical reference point for military PA 

practitioners in the field, and for military PA instructors at formal schools (Gilmore, 2006).  A 

Marine PA practitioner’s role parallels a corporate public relations professional with some 

exceptions (Broom & Sha, 2013), one of which includes a PA practitioner’s responsibility to 

communicate toward known adversaries.  Using both normative behavior and the position 

description derived from JP 3-61 helps define the state of coorientation of PA role expectations and 

helps identify if misaligned perceptions exist. 

RQ1:  What difference, if any, exists between the perception of PA role expectations 

among PA practitioners and Marine Corps role senders?  

Job Satisfaction  

 Researchers explicate job satisfaction in a myriad of academic and organizational fields, 

such as public relations and human resources, through a variety of lenses.  This study examines 
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job satisfaction for PA practitioners with a focus on comparisons of normative perceptions of 

role responsibilities and expectations within the workplace to determine if any such role 

discrepancy exists.  

 This discrepancy applies to realistic scenarios in the U.S. Marine Corps in which a PA 

practitioner receives daily tasks and additional work roles from a supervisor which differs from 

the PA practitioner’s expectations.  If the practitioner completes the assigned tasks and conducts 

extra tasks beyond his or her responsibility, then according to organizational role theory (Kahn et 

al., 1964) role conflict and ambiguity exists. 

In further understanding this discrepancy as it correlates to job satisfaction, this study 

measures job satisfaction through a validated scale, the Job Satisfaction Survey (JSS), designed to 

evaluate a field with similarly high job turnover rates (Li & Huang, 2017).  This serves as an 

exploratory attempt to validate the JSS within a branch of the U.S. military in order to better 

understand the relationship between role dynamics and job satisfaction.  Researchers selected the 

JSS because of previous validation in high turnover, high stress job fields such as nursing and social 

workers.  The U.S. Marine Corps falls within this category as Marines serve as an expeditionary 

force in readiness and often first deploy swiftly and aggressively in times of crises (United States 

Marine Corps, 2019; Department of the Navy, 2018).  Additionally, the turnover rate for the U.S. 

Marine Corps sufficiently compares to other job fields validated with the JSS (Spector, 2011; Li & 

Huang, 2017; Department of the Navy, 2018).  

RQ2:  What is the job satisfaction rate among the PA job field? 

H1.  Role clarity between PA practitioners and role senders positively correlates to 

job satisfaction among U.S. Marine PA practitioners. 

Method 

         Using an online survey of Marine Corps PA practitioners and role senders approved by 

two Institutional Review Boards (protocol numbers HS-2018-0243 and USMC-SR-19002), this 

study sought to understand the congruence of perceived PA roles and responsibilities between 

the two groups.  By evaluating job satisfaction among PA practitioners, the study examined the 

possible relationship with role clarity.  As such, PA role expectations served as the independent 

variable and job satisfaction among PA practitioners functioned as the dependent variable.  

Population 

         The respondents (N = 220) included Marine Corps PA practitioners (n = 97) and non-

PA role senders (n = 113).  This first population focused on practitioners serving in the Marine 

Corps.  These Marine Corps PA practitioners, consisting of active-duty and reserve Marines, 

and civilians working as practitioners within the Marine Corps, were selected as respondents 

based on a U.S. Marine Corps email list comprised of graduates of entry-level public affairs 

manager training at Fort George G. Meade, Maryland.  The second population of non-PA role 

senders included direct and indirect supervisors, influencers, and peers.  Marines serving as a 

commanding general, chief of staff, commanding officer, or executive officer in a unit that 

contains a PA practitioner are supervisors.  Influencers included Marines and civilians with an 

active interest in PA matters and possessed influence or decision-making authority within their 

respective units.  This second group came from the Marine Corps’ daily media summary email 

distribution list as these individuals demonstrated an interest in organizational media coverage by 

subscribing to the email distribution.  Given the small sizes of both PA practitioners and role 

senders, the study conducted a census of the two populations. 

The PA practitioners included male (n = 66) and female (n = 24) respondents ranging in 

age from 24 to 63 years old (M = 37.13, SD = 8.74).  Respondents’ years of military service, 
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rounded to the nearest whole year by respondents, ranged from 0 to 30 years (M = 14.03, SD = 

8.31) and number of duty assignments completed as a PA practitioner, rounded to the nearest 

whole number by respondents, ranged from 0 to 12 (M = 3.94, SD = 2.67).  Role senders 

included male (n = 103) and female (n = 8) respondents ranging in age from 22 to 67 years old 

(M = 46.16, SD = 8.81) and years of military service, rounded to the nearest whole year, ranged 

from 0 to 47 years (M = 23.47, SD = 8.62). 

Instrument 

The confidential survey included three scales to evaluate the independent variable of role 

expectations and the dependent variable of job satisfaction of Marine Corps PA practitioners.  

One scale outlined the PA position description to measure PA role expectations, and two 

previously validated scales examined concepts of role theory and job satisfaction.  The PA 

practitioners responded to every scale while the role senders only received the role expectations 

scale.  The end of the survey for both groups included demographic items, which included PA 

practitioners’ responses to additional general questions related specifically to PA.  The survey 

took approximately 15 minutes to complete and respondents received no compensation. 

         Role expectations.  Responses to the role expectations scale served as the independent 

variable.  It measured 20 perceived roles and responsibilities of Marine PA practitioners to 

compare role congruence between practitioners and role senders (see Table 1).  Based on a lack 

of research in the area of Department of Defense (DOD) PA practices, the researchers developed 

the scale by comparing traits of effective PR from the Dozier, L. A. Grunig, and  J. E. Grunig  

(1995) excellence study; the Public Relations Society of America’s knowledge, skills, and 

abilities (Cannon, 2017); and the PA roles and responsibilities outlined by JP 3-61 (Department 

of Defense, 2015).  The resulting scale examined the perceived DOD PA roles and 

responsibilities along with the perceived frequency they are conducted.  Role descriptions 

included items such as “provide counsel and support to the commander,” “make 

recommendations on near and long-term communication priorities,” and “monitor and assess 

public opinion, media coverage, and sentiment analysis.” 

Orientation on PA role expectations was measured in answers by all respondents to a 

statement requesting “agreement about the level to which PA should” accomplish PA managerial 

tasks on a 5-point Likert-type scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  Following 

completion of this section, respondents completed the same scale focused on “how often you 

think PR practitioners should engage in the following tasks,” also measured on a 5-point Likert-

type scale from 1 (never) to 5 (always). 

         Role conflict and ambiguity.  The study used the validated Rizzo et al. (1970) role 

conflict and ambiguity scale.  Historically, the scale factors into role conflict and role ambiguity 

dimensions.  Previous findings indicated role ambiguity generates negative correlations with job 

satisfaction and leadership.  The conflict and ambiguity scale used in this research does not 

include questions on pay or other defined benefits (see Table 2).  Instead, it focuses on verbal or 

written guidance from an employer or supervisor to an employee that may increase or decrease 

his or her positive thoughts or feelings about work (Ghorpade, Lackritz, & Singh, 2011). 

         Only PA practitioners provided answers to the role conflict and ambiguity scale 

preceded by a statement requesting they “indicate agreement with the following” measured on a 

5-point Likert-type scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 

Job satisfaction.  Development of several job satisfaction instruments increased in the 

past 20 years (Li & Huang, 2017).  Various studies used Hon and Grunig’s (1999) organization-

public relationship satisfaction outcome scale when measuring relationships with employees (Bal 
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Tastan, 2014).  Other well-established scales include the Job Descriptive Index which includes 

the Job in General scale (Ironson, Smith, Brannick, Gibson, & Paul, 1989) and the role conflict 

and ambiguity scale (Rizzo et al., 1970).  In a systematic review of 29 job satisfaction 

instruments, Van Saane, Sluiter, Verbeek, and FringsDresen (2003) found that 21 instruments 

specifically adhered to one profession, and only seven, including the JSS, satisfied the 

appropriate criteria for reliability and validity (Li & Huang, 2017). 

This study used the JSS (Spector, 1985) because the questionnaire addressed specific 

comments and concerns working in the military PA environment.  The JSS creation stemmed 

from a lack of information on job satisfaction within human services (Spector, 1985).  It applies 

to human service, public, and nonprofit sector organizations (Spector, 1985).  The scale’s job 

satisfaction dimensions include fringe benefits, satisfaction with pay, promotional opportunities, 

supervision, co-workers, nature of work itself, and work conditions (see Table 3) (Li & Huang, 

2017; Spector, 1985).  Originally designed for human services job satisfaction studies, the JSS’s 

psychometric properties also apply to job fields with high turnover rates (Li & Huang, 2017).  

These turnover percentages only slightly exceed those of the U.S. Marine Corps (Li & Huang, 

2017; Department of the Navy, 2018).  Therefore, evidence that application of the JSS to a high 

turnover occupational field presents justification to apply it to military service members. 

The scale also evaluated fields outside of human service research, as the JSS applied to 

job satisfaction among office workers (Dravigne, Waliczek, Lineberger, & Zajicek, 2008), and 

industrial workers (Bruck, Allen, & Spector, 2002; Hwang & Der-Jang, 2005; Li & Huang, 

2017; Shah, 2015).  Shah (2015) used the JSS among steel plant employees to understand the 

level of congruence between employees’ self-perceived values and an organization’s culture.  It 

found that an organization's culture directly impacts employee job satisfaction (Shah, 2015).  

Only PA practitioners provided answers to the JSS preceded by a statement requesting they 

“indicate your agreement” measured on a 5-point Likert-type scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 

5 (strongly agree). 

Results 

Following the collection of responses, the researchers evaluated the dimensionality of 

each scale through factor analysis, compared responses for the role expectations scale between 

PA practitioners and role senders through independent samples t-tests, and evaluated the 

relationship between role clarity and job satisfaction. 

Role Expectations 

A principal components factor analysis with varimax rotation of responses to the role 

expectations scale, which includes two separate sections on role importance and frequency of 

role application, determined the scale to be unidimensional.  The researchers created indices  of 

role importance (α = .99) and frequency of application (α = .94) for PA practitioners and details 

about the indices of role importance (α = .96) and frequency of application (α = .95) for role 

senders. 

         Through independent samples t-tests, researchers then compared scores by PA 

practitioners for the indices of role importance (M = 4.28, SD = 1.09) and application frequency 

(M = 3.84, SD = .77) with scores from the role senders indices for role importance (M = 4.41, SD 

= .63) and application frequency (M = 3.83, SD = .90).  These tests resulted in non-significant 

findings for role importance (t(194) = -1.06, p = .286) and application frequency (t(189) = .01, p 

= .989).  With respect to RQ1, role clarity exists as no significant difference between the 

perception of role expectations among PA practitioners and Marine Corps role senders occurs. 

Role Conflict and Ambiguity 
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In line with the data treatment presented in Rizzo et al. (1970), researchers conducted an 

image factor analysis with varimax rotation of PA practitioner responses to the role conflict and 

ambiguity scale.  Unlike the previous validated scale, more than two factors appeared, but the 

factors lacked sufficient reliability and variance explained.  As a result, the researchers created 

indices of role conflict (α = .89, M = 2.71, SD = .75) and role ambiguity (α = .86, M = 3.29, SD = 

.67) based on the original validated factors. 

Job Satisfaction 

Based on the treatment method presented in Spector’s (1985) seminal and validated 

work, the researchers conducted a principal components factor analysis with varimax rotation of 

PA practitioner responses to the JSS.  While nine factors broke out in line with the original 

work, the factors for this study failed to align with the original, and again lacked sufficient 

reliability and variance explained.  The researchers then created nine indices based on the 

scale’s original factor analysis.  Regarding RQ2, the researchers found job satisfaction scores 

for Marine Corps PA practitioners across pay (α = .81, M = 3.24, SD = .95), promotion (α = .76, 

M = 2.89, SD = .86), supervision (α = .82, M = 4.00, SD = .88), benefits (α = .76, M = 3.48, SD = 

.82), contingent rewards (α = .86, M = 3.09, SD = .99), operating procedures (α = .55, M = 2.74, 

SD = .78), coworkers (α = .67, M = 3.66, SD = .78), nature of work (α = .90, M = 3.72, SD = 

1.10), and communication (α = .82, M = 3.17, SD = .98). 

Role Clarity and Job Satisfaction 

To examine the relationship between concepts of role theory and job satisfaction, the 

researchers conducted a Pearson correlation.  This found a significant, positive relationship 

between role ambiguity and all nine subscales of job satisfaction (see Table 1).  The Pearson 

correlation also revealed a significant, positive relationship between role conflict and eight of the 

nine subscales of job satisfaction (see Table 1).  For clarification, increased scores in role 

ambiguity and role conflict represented increased role clarity.  As a result, the lack of a 

significant difference between role expectations for PA practitioners and role senders represents 

role clarity and its discovered, positive relationship with job satisfaction supports H1. 

Table 1. 

 
Discussion 

This study sought to determine potential role conflict and ambiguity among PA 

practitioners and role senders in the Marine Corps.  Our results indicate clarity, with regard to 

role expectations, between PA practitioners and non-PA role senders.  Findings fully support 
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H1, as this study found a significant, positive relationship between role clarity and job 

satisfaction of PA practitioners.  With regard to RQ1, no significant difference between the 

perception of PA role expectations among PA practitioners and role senders exists.  These 

findings match previous research about role conflict and ambiguity in hierarchical organizations 

in relation to job satisfaction, to include Ahlwardt’s (1984) research that found monolithic 

consensus among U.S. Navy PA practitioners and their commanders.  The results also align with 

Rizzo et al.’s (1970) review of several studies stating “hierarchical relationships with a clear and 

single flow of authority from the top to the bottom should be more satisfying to members” (p. 

150).   

Further findings related to RQ2 show Marine Corps PA practitioners possess higher job 

satisfaction than other high-stress, high-turnover job fields.  Job satisfaction among Marine 

Corps PA practitioners, according to the JSS, exceeded other job fields such as social work, 

police officers, and nursing (Spector, 2011).  This may come from factors not captured in the 

survey such as esprit de corps or loyalty to one’s country.   

Limitations 

Time constraints due to an academic school year, compounded with two IRB processes, 

limited the researchers’ access to potentially valuable populations.  Given scheduling 

requirements, the online survey stayed open for approximately two weeks at the end of January 

2019.  This likely contributed to the limited number of responses from PA practitioners and role 

senders.  Additionally, the compressed timeline prevented the researchers from gathering 

contact information for PA practitioners who left the Marine Corps or changed job fields in the 

Marine Corps.  This absent population remains particularly noteworthy because the study fails 

to account for reasons these individuals made career-changing decisions.  This potentially 

skewed job satisfaction results and limited the population to current Marine Corps PA 

practitioners who may have more positive perceptions.  Access to contact information for those 

who left the job field, and their subsequent inclusion, could increase understanding of job 

satisfaction. 

 Population size and the JSS as an instrument also limited the potential accuracy of the 

research.  Field (2013) advises against using scales with more than 30 variables on sample sizes 

of less than 200 respondents.  The JSS includes 36 items and the population of Marine Corps 

PA practitioners only included 97 respondents.  It is important to note that any study involving 

Marine Corps PA practitioners will have limitations due to the small population of PA 

practitioners in the Marine Corps‒–for example, there are only approximately 165 active-duty 

commissioned officers in the Marine Corps whose primary job focuses on PA.   

Lastly, the sole use of the position description borrowed from JP 3-61 in the instrument to 

operationalize role expectations represents a limitation.  The researchers only provided Marine 

Corps PA practitioners and role senders with items included in the position description.  Future 

research could consider these limitations to improve the study’s validity. 

Conclusion 

 The researchers wished to evaluate the effectiveness of Marine PA practitioners in 

accomplishing PA roles and responsibilities and speculated that non-PA role senders may inhibit 

PA effectiveness due to ignorance of those roles and responsibilities.  While the results 

contradict the researchers’ original speculation, findings suggest that decision makers better 

understand PA roles as they supervise more PA practitioners during their career.  This aligns 

with everyday observations considering many Marines fail to regularly encounter a PA 

practitioner on a daily basis until reaching a more senior rank.  Increased understanding of PA 



 

 
 

308 

roles and responsibilities, paired with exposure to more PA subordinates, is beneficial for the 

institution and the nation.  Senior leaders better understand the role of communicating with the 

American people along with other responsibilities. 

Additionally, researchers expected to examine the relationship between role incongruence 

and ambiguity and job satisfaction as a means to better understand the perceived shortage of PA 

practitioners in the Marines Corps.  However, results indicate clarity among PA practitioners 

and role senders regarding role expectations signifying that other potential variables may affect 

retention.  The expected role incongruence failed to manifest and the clarity in role expectations 

significantly and positively relates to increased job satisfaction among Marine PA practitioners.  

Surprisingly, at least to the researchers in this study, Marine Corps PA practitioners experience 

higher overall job satisfaction when compared to other fields which utilized the JSS (Spector, 

2011).  This means another, potentially unrelated influencer on the Marine Corps’ PA 

practitioner shortage exists outside of the relationship between role clarity and job satisfaction.  

Finding that variable through further research remains imperative to addressing the growing 

needs of the Marine Corps’ PA community. 

Lastly, with the understanding that role clarity and comparably higher job satisfaction 

exists for Marine Corps PA practitioners, the Marine Corps serves as an example for other 

institutions.  Leaders from private and public organizations should look to the Marine Corps for 

ways to increase role clarity and other intangible benefits that may increase satisfaction with an 

incentive other than salary.  While some may argue Marine Corps PA practitioners potentially 

lack the very highest levels of intellect and skill, the clarity of roles and unity of mission garners 

efficiency and success.  This success forever remains best summarized by former President 

Harry S. Truman when he spoke of the Marine Corps and said, “They have a propaganda 

machine that is almost equal to Stalin's” (Truman, 1950). 
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Decisions Decisions! Newspapers, Twitter or Facebook? Apology or Ingratiation? 

Evaluating the use of Different Crisis Communication Strategies and Media Types for 

Crisis Communication in the Digital Age 
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Abstract 

This study evaluates effects of using Coombs’ seven crisis response strategies on traditional as 

well as social media on consumers’ attitudes and purchase intentions. Analysis found significant 

direct effects of strategy choices and audience gender and income on outcome variables. 

Interestingly, we found no significant effects of media platforms on audience perceptions. 
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INTRODUCTION & LITERATURE  

The American public does not trust large corporations. In fact, a recent Roper survey 

found that fewer than 3 in 10 Americans trust large corporations and a Gallop poll found that 

business leaders have joined stockbrokers and used car dealers in the category of “least trusted” 

individuals in American society (Wilcox & Cameron, 2012)  

According to Coombs (1999), and Wilcox and Cameron (2012), companies use various 

strategies to respond to corporate crisis – some are negative (like attacking the accuser or 

denying involvement) and some are positive. The effectiveness of one particular strategy over 

others has never been tested from an audience perception and new media perspective. Hence this 

study aims to evaluate which corporate communication strategy would work best in dealing with 

crisis and company-negative news situations for large organizations using different types of 

media.   

Crisis Communications 

In today’s highly competitive and global business environment, effectively managing a 

crisis is extremely important to an organization’s survival and success (Barton, 1993; Fink, 

1986). According to Pearson and Mitroff (1993), organizational crisis is “an incident or event 

that poses a threat to the organization’s reputation and viability. A crisis places the survival of 

the organization in serious risk” (p. 49). According to Pearson and Mitroff (1993), crises are 

generally made up of five dimensions, they are very visible, they require instant attention, they 

include an element of surprise, they require some form of action, and they are not in the 

complete control of the organization.  

Consumer Attitudes toward Companies in Crisis 

Attitude is linked to credibility and trustworthiness which are a function of three prime 

components; competence, expertise, and the audience’s belief in the integrity of the source 

(Durham, 1997). In an experiment conducted by Haiman (1949), the researcher examined the 

perceptions of Ethos/credibility among participants who were made to listen to a speech on 

socialized medicine. Subjects were randomly assigned to one of three experimental groups. One 

group was informed that they were listening to the Surgeon General of the United States while 

the other group was informed that they were listening to the Secretary General of the United 

States Communist Party while the last group was informed that they were listening to a speech 

given by a college sophomore. Data analysis found that the greatest attitude shifts were observed 

in the group which was made to believe that the speech was being given by the United States 

Surgeon General supporting Aristotle’s concept of Ethos and the importance of source 

credibility.  

Social Media vs. Traditional Media 

Marshall McLuhan rose to prominence as a communication theorist in the 1960s with 

“The medium is the message.”  That succinct and catchy turn of phrase points to an overall 

ideology found in much of McLuhan’s work, that the medium by which people receive their 

information impacts the way in which people perceive and learn that information.  By 

conveying information through electricity, people can suddenly hear the voices and see the faces 

of the people speaking to them, and the information can be conveyed in that faster, more 

conversational form as opposed to reading the information from text; that has the effect of 

shifting both the way in which we learn and the mental processes used in that learning 

(McLuhan, 1964).  Furthermore, the medium by which the message is transmitted has the effect 

of transforming the entire communication process such that the message could be perceived as 

nothing more than a vehicle for the presentation of the medium itself (Marshall Commentary, 
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2007)  

The rise of electronic communication over the past century and social media 

communication over the past few decades has put a spotlight on the ways in which people 

receive and perceive information.  From one perspective, the rise of new media has made the 

form and habits of traditional media all that more important (Hindman & Thomas, 2014), 

especially the gatekeeping process of culling and crafting information (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009).  

Alternatively, research has also shown that media consumers may not place as high a value on a 

staple of traditional media, the vetted, primary source (Fisher, Magee & Mohammed-Baksh, 

2015), and that hybrid forms of content production, forms that marry the “everyman” form of 

amateur production on new and social media with the traditional dynamics of media production, 

may resonate well with audiences (Lazaroiu, 2011).   

Coombs’ Crisis Communication Strategies  

According to Coombs (1999), and Wilcox, Cameron, & Reber (2016), companies use 

various strategies to respond to corporate crisis – some are negative (like attacking the accuser or 

denying involvement) and some are positive. This study will focus on both types of strategies. 

The seven most popular communication strategies that corporations generally use to respond to 

corporate crisis are as follows:   

• Attack the Accuser: “The party that claims a crisis exists is confronted and its logic and facts 

are faulted. Sometimes a lawsuit is threatened” (Wilcox, Cameron, & Reber 2016, p 182).  

• Denial: “The organization explains that that there is no crisis” (Wilcox, Cameron, & Reber 

2016, p 182). 

• Excuse: “The organization minimizes its responsibility for the crisis. Any intention to do 

harm is denied, and the organization claims that it had no control over the events that led to 

the crisis” (Wilcox, Cameron, & Reber 2016, p 182). 

• Justification: “Crisis is minimized with a statement that no serious damage or injuries 

resulted. Sometimes the blame is shifted to the victims” (Wilcox, Cameron, & Reber 2016, p 

182). 

• Ingratiation: “Actions are taken to appease the publics involved. For example, the 

organization publicly makes donations to charitable organizations” (Wilcox, Cameron, & 

Reber 2016, p 182). 

• Corrective Action: “Steps are taken to repair the damage from the crisis and to prevent t from 

happening again” (Wilcox, Cameron, & Reber 2016, p 182). 

• Full Apology: “Organization takes responsibility and asks for forgiveness. Some 

compensation of money is also given to the victims and affected publics” (Wilcox, Cameron, 

& Reber 2016, p 182). 

 

METHOD 

Hypotheses & Research Questions 

The study was a completely randomized experiment with seven treatment conditions and 

one control condition on three media channels, an online news webpage, the company’s 

Facebook page and the company’s Twitter account, to yield a total of 24 conditions. The seven 

treatment conditions consisted of the seven abovementioned different crisis response strategies in 

addition to the corporate crisis news for each of the two corporations and the control condition 

consisted of only the corporate crisis news. The same set of conditions were repeated with news 

on twitter as well as Facebook totaling three media conditions and eight strategy conditions 

within each media condition. The following hypotheses and research question were proposed for 
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this study: 

• H1: There will be differences in intent to purchase based on the crisis response strategies 

used by organizations  

• H2: There will be differences in attitude toward the company and products based on the crisis 

response strategies used by organizations  

• H3: There will be differences in perceptions of financial health of the company based on the 

crisis response strategies used by organizations  

• H4: Based on McLuhan’s (1967) Medium is the Message Theory, there will be difference in 

attitude toward the company and product based on the medium used to convey the 

organization’s message.  

• H5: Based on McLuhan’s (1967) Medium is the Message Theory, there will be difference in 

intent to purchase based on the medium used to convey the organization’s message.  

• H6: Based on McLuhan’s (1967) Medium is the Message Theory, there will be difference in 

perceptions of financial health of the company and product based on the medium used to 

convey the organization’s message.  

• H7: There will be differences in intent to purchase products and stocks in the companies, 

attitude toward companies and their products, and perceptions of future stock value based on 

the crisis response strategies and the medium used by organizations in crisis.  

• RQ1: Will there be differences in intent to purchase products from the companies in crisis 

based on the respondents’ gender.  

• RQ2: Will there be differences in respondents’ attitude toward the companies in crisis and 

their products based on the respondents’ gender.  

• RQ3: Will there be differences in respondents’ perceptions of financial health of the 

companies in crisis based on the respondents’ gender.  

• RQ4: Will there be differences in intent to purchase, attitude toward company and products, 

and perceptions of financial health of the company based on the crisis response strategies 

used by company, and the respondents’ gender.  

• RQ5: Will there be differences in intent to purchase, attitude toward company and products, 

and perceptions of financial health of the company based on the crisis response strategies 

used by company, and the respondents’ incomes.  

 

Research Design and Participants 

The independent variables of this study are the (seven levels of) crisis response strategies, 

and type of medium used (Newspaper, Twitter, and Facebook), and one control condition. The 

other independent variable is the medium used to deliver the message. 

The dependent variable in the study is consumer’s self reported intent to purchase from 

the organization and consumer perceptions of organization and message credibility. In essence, 

this study is a posttest-only completely randomized experimental design (CR-8). There will be 

eight versions of newspaper articles created in this fully crossed design for each of two 

corporations in crisis; Mivert’s Hotels and Dents Chewable Pain Reliever. The crisis news was 

the same for all conditions. The exact same messages were coded as Tweets form the 

organization’s Twitter account and posts on the organization’s Facebook page. However, the 

corporate communication response strategy was different for each of the seven conditions while 

there was no response strategy in the control condition.  Participants were selected using 

Amazon’s M-Turk platform from a population representing typical consumers of such products 

after which they were randomly assigned to one of 24 news conditions. Each participant was 
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shown one masking article and one version of the two experimental articles, totaling three 

articles.  

After reading each article, participants answered a series of questions to evaluate their 

intent to purchase from the organizations, attitude toward the organizations and their products, 

and their perceptions of future financial health of the organizations. To avoid any biases, we used 

fictitious organizations.   

Stimulus Materials 

Crisis response strategy was manipulated by creating eight sets of online news articles for 

the two organizations. All the versions of both sets of the newspaper articles will list the crisis 

news. Each version also had a 100-word paragraph explaining the company’s use of one of the 

seven possible crisis response strategies (Attack the accuser, denial, excuse, justification, 

ingratiation, corrective action, and full apology). The control condition only featured the crisis 

news with no mention of any response from the company’s side. All articles from online news, 

Facebook posts, and Tweets were created using InDesign and were made to look real.  

Validity of the seven categories of the independent variable was established by using a 

panel of media experts. The panel was given a list of definitions of the seven crisis response 

strategies, and the eight articles created for this study and asked to match the articles to the 

definitions of the strategies. A majority of the panel agreed with the choice of stimulus materials 

used in this study.  

Measurement of Attitude toward Companies, Intent to purchase, and Perceptions of Financial 

Health of the Company 

An established intent to purchase scale created by Aaker & Day (1980, 1990). Baksh-

Mohammed and Callison (2012) were used to measure the dependent variables of the study. The 

scale included questions about not only intent to purchase products but also items related to 

buying products from companies on a regularly basis, buying stocks in said companies and 

perceptions of future financial health of the companies. Some outcome variable like attitude 

toward company and products were measured using direct questions in the survey. It is assumed 

that the participant’s intent to purchase translates into actual purchase. Many studies have 

successfully used the scale with high reliability (Mullet & Karson, 1985),  

RESULTS 

A total of 799 people participated in the study. Around 50 responses had to be discarded 

due to missing or incomplete data. Females made up 455 (56.9%) of the participants while males 

made up 299 (37.4%). All participants were 18 years or older and age ranged from 18 to 81 with 

a majority of the participants being between 18 and 50. Of the participants, 461 (57.7%) 

identified as Hispanic, 193 (24.2%) identified as Caucasian, 45 (5.6%) were African American, 

40 (5%) were Asian and 15 (1.9%) selected the “other” option. Almost all the participants 

consumed the news either online or using traditional print and/or broadcast media at least once a 

week with several consuming news on a daily basis.  

Hypothesis 1 stated that there would be differences in intent to purchase based on the 

crisis response strategies used by organizations. Analysis revealed statistically significant 

differences both in terms of attitude toward the companies (F(7, 746) = 3.48, p = .001) and 

attitude toward products (F(7, 746) = 3.46, p = .001).  

LSD post-hoc tests revealed that of the eight strategy conditions, attacking the accuser (M 

= 4.33, SD = 2.61) had a significantly higher impact on positive attitude toward the company 

than both Full apology (M = 3.42, SD = 2.60, p = .013) and employing no crisis response 

strategy (M = 3.50, SD = 2.69, p = .021). Denial (M = 3.80, SD = 2.09) had a significantly lower 
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impact on positive attitude toward the company than did making excuses (M = 4.62, SD = 2.57, 

p = .022) and taking corrective actions (M = 4.55, SD = 2.34, p = .034). Making excuses also had 

a significantly higher impact on positive attitude toward the company than denial (p = .022), full 

apology (p = .001), and no strategy (p = .002). Justification (M = 4.41, SD = 2.15) as a strategy 

had a significantly higher impact on positive attitude toward the company than did full apology 

(p = .006) and having no crisis response strategy (p = .01). Ingratiation as a crisis response 

strategy (M = 4.20, SD = 2.41) had a significantly higher impact on positive attitude toward 

companies than did full apology (p = .031) and employing no strategy (p = 049). Taking 

corrective action had a significantly higher positive impact on consumer attitude toward the 

companies than denial (p = .034), full apology (p = .002), and having no strategy (p = .003).  

In terms of consumers’ attitude towards the products of the companies in crises, LSD 

post-hoc tests revealed that attacking the accuser (M = 4.48, SD = 2.74) had a significantly 

higher impact on positive attitude toward the company than denial (M = 3.64, SD = 2.37, p = 

.033), full apology (M = 3.03, SD = 2.72, p < .001) and employing no crisis response strategy (M 

= 3.46, SD = 2.83, p = .01). Denial (M = 3.64, SD = 2.37) had a significantly lower impact on 

positive attitude toward the company than did attacking the accuser (p = .033) and making 

excuses (M = 4.45, SD = 2.74, p = .037). Making excuses also had a significantly higher impact 

on positive attitude toward the company than denial (p = .037), full apology (p < .001), and no 

strategy (p = .011). Justification (M = 4.22, SD = 2.48) as a strategy had a significantly higher 

impact on positive attitude toward the company than did full apology (p = .002) and having no 

crisis response strategy (p = .049). Using ingratiation as a crisis response strategy (M = 3.93, SD 

= 2.74) had a significantly higher impact on positive attitude toward companies than did full 

apology (p = .021). Taking corrective action had a significantly higher positive impact on 

consumer attitude toward the companies than full apology (p = .002), and having no strategy (p = 

.049).  

Hypothesis 2 posited that there will be differences in attitude toward the company and 

products based on the crisis response strategies used by organizations. Analysis revealed 

statistically significant differences both in terms of intent to purchase products (F(7, 746) = 2.32, 

p = .024) as well as intent to purchase products regularly (F(7, 746) = 1.79, p = .086).  

LSD post-hoc tests revealed that of the eight strategy conditions, attacking the accuser (M 

= 3.65, SD = 3.07) had a significantly higher impact on intent to purchase products from the 

companies than denial (M = 2.75, SD = 2.54, p = .038) and full apology (M = 2.57, SD = 2.88, p 

= .014). Denial had a significantly lower impact on intent to purchase products from the 

companies than did attacking the accuser (p = .038) and making excuses (M = 3.96, SD = 3.17, p 

= .005). Making excuses also had a significantly higher impact on intent to purchase products 

from the companies than denial (p = .005), full apology (p = .001), and no strategy (M = 3.06, 

SD = 3.17, p = .037). Using justification or ingratiation made no significant impact in 

consumers’ intent to purchase products from the companies.  Taking corrective action (M = 

3.57, SD = 3.06) had a significantly higher positive impact on intent to purchase products from 

the companies than did full apology (p = .021).  

In terms of intent to purchase products regularly from the companies in crises, LSD post-

hoc tests revealed that attacking the accuser (M = 3.5, SD = 3.2) had a significantly higher 

impact on intent to purchase products regularly from the companies than denial (M = 2.6, SD = 

2.47, p = .041) and full apology (M = 2.45, SD = 2.98, p = .018). Denial had a significantly 

lower impact on intent to purchase products regularly from the companies than did attacking the 

accuser (p = .041) and making excuses (M = 3.56, SD = 3.11, p = .027), and to a smaller extent, 
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taking corrective action (M = 3.43, SD = 3.11, p = .057). Making excuses also had a significantly 

higher impact on intent to purchase products regularly from the companies than denial (p = .027) 

and full apology (p = .011). Using justification or ingratiation as crisis response strategies, or 

using no crisis response strategy at all revealed no significant impact on intent to purchase 

products regularly from companies in crises. Taking corrective action had a significantly higher 

positive impact on intent to purchase products regularly from the companies than full apology (p 

= .026).   

Hypothesis 3 stated that there will be differences in perceptions of financial health of the 

company based on the crisis response strategies used by organizations. Analysis revealed 

statistically significant differences both in terms of perception of stock prices (F(7, 746) = 2.06, p 

= .046) and intent to purchase stocks sin the companies (F(7, 746) = 2.12, p = .04)  

LSD post-hoc test revealed that in terms of perceptions of future stock prices of the 

companies in crises, the crisis response strategies of attacking the accuser (M = 3.61, SD = 2.85), 

justification (M = 3.58, SD = 2.7) and ingratiation (M = 3.51, SD = 2.74) were not significantly 

different from all the other strategies. However, using denial (M = 3.01, SD = 2.25) as a crisis 

response strategy had a significantly lower impact on perceptions of future stock values as 

compared to making excuses (M = 4.04, SD = 2.81, p = .009), and taking corrective action (M = 

3.8, SD = 2.77, p = .046). Making excuses for the crises, had a significantly higher impact on 

perceptions of future stock prices than did denial (p = .009), issuing a full apology (M = 2.88, SD 

= 2.72, p = .004), and having no crisis response strategy (M = 3.13, SD = 2.87, p = .021). 

Finally, issuing a full apology had a significantly lower impact on perceptions of future stock 

prices than making excuses (p = .004), and taking corrective action (M = 3.80, SD = 2.77, p = 

.021)  

LSD post-hoc test revealed that with regard to consumers’ intent to purchase stock of the 

companies in crisis, attacking the accuser (M = 3.66, SD = 3.22) had a higher impact on stock 

purchase intentions than denial (M = 2.64, SD = 2.60, p = .02) and full apology (M = 2.61, SD = 

2.9, p = .019). Denial as a crisis response strategy had a significantly lower impact on intent to 

purchase stock than did attacking the accuser (p = .02), making excuses (M = 3.82, SD = 3.19, p 

= .007) and taking corrective action (M = 3.61, SD = 3.02, p = .025). Making excuses as a crisis 

response strategy caused intent to purchase stock in the companies in crises to be higher than did 

denial (p = .007) and issuing full apology (p = .006). Taking corrective action had a significantly 

greater effect on intent to purchase stock than did denial (p = .025) and full apology (p = .023). 

Using justification (M = 3.32, SD = 3.04) or ingratiation (M = 3.19, SD = 2.91), or having no 

crisis response strategy (M = 3.13, SD = 3.06) did not produce any significantly different effects 

on intent to purchase as opposed to other strategies employed.   

Hypothesis 4 used McLuhan’s (1967) Medium is the Message Theory, to posit that there 

will be difference in attitude toward companies and products being sold by those companies 

based on the medium used to convey the organization’s message. Analyses revealed no effects of 

medium on either the attitude toward the companies (F(2, 751) = .14, p = .87) or attitude toward 

products being sold by the companies (F(2, 751) = .58, p = .56)  

Similar to results found for hypothesis 4, both hypothesis 5 and hypothesis 6 were not 

proven as well. Hypothesis 5 claimed that there would be difference in intent to purchase from 

the companies in crisis based on the medium used to convey the organization’s crisis response 

message. Analysis found no effects on either intent to purchase products from the companies 

(F(2, 751) = .44, p = .64) or intent to purchase regularly from the companies in question (F(2, 

751) = .58, p = .56). Hypothesis 6 stated that there would be difference in perceptions of 
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financial health of the company and product based on the medium used to convey the 

organization’s message. Analysis revealed no effects of medium mused to convey crisis response 

strategy on either intent to purchase stock in the companies (F(2, 751) = .72, p = .47) or 

perceptions of future stock prices (F(2, 751) = 1.31, p = .27).  

Hypothesis 7 posited that there would be differences in intent to purchase products and 

stocks in the companies, attitude toward companies and their products, and perceptions of future 

stock value based on the crisis response strategies and the medium used by organizations in 

crisis. MANOVA analysis found no interaction effects for this hypothesis.  

Research question 1 inquired whether the gender of respondents have any effects on 

respondents’ attitudes toward the companies in crisis and products being sold by these 

companies. t-test analyses revealed significant effects of gender on attitudes, both toward the 

companies (t(752) = -2.84, p = .005) and the products being sold by them (t(752) = 2,58, p = 

.011). In case of attitude toward companies, females’ attitudes (M = 4.31, SD = 2.42, n = 455) 

toward the companies were higher than male respondents’ (M = 3.79, SD = 2.51, n = 299). In 

case of attitude toward products, female respondents had a more positive attitude (M = 4.13, SD 

= 2.65, n = 455) as compared to male respondents (M = 3.61, SD = 2.74, n = 299).  

Research question 2 evaluated the effects of respondents’ gender on intent to purchase 

products from companies in crises. t-test analysis revealed significant differences in intent to 

purchase products from companies (t(752) = -4.65, p < .001) and intent to purchase products 

regularly from companies in crises (t(752) = -3.61, p < .001). Female respondents (M = 3.66, SD 

= 2.99, n = 299) had a significantly higher intent to purchase products than did male respondents 

(M = 2.65, SD = 2.86, n – 299) and female respondents had a higher intent to purchase products 

regularly (M = 3.38, SD = 3.01, n = 455) than did male respondents (M = 2.58, SD = 2.92, n = 

299).  

Research question 3 inquired whether gender of the respondents would have any effects 

on perceptions of future financial health of the company. Similar to RQ 1 and RQ2, in this case 

as well t-test analysis revealed significant differences among genders on both perceptions of 

future stock prices (t(752) = -4.04, p < .001) and intent to purchase stock in companies in crises 

(t(752) = 4.26, p < .001). In this case as well female respondents showed more confidence in the 

financial health of the company than did males. Both in terms of perceptions of future stock 

values (females (M = 3.77, SD = 2.75, n = 455) vs. males (M = 2.95, SD = 2.63, n = 299) and 

intent to purchase stocks in companies in crisis (females (M = 3.62, SD = 2.99, n = 455) vs. 

males (M = 2.68, SD = 2.96, n = 299).  

Research question 4 asked whether there would be differences in intent to purchase, 

attitude toward companies and their products, and perceptions of financial future of the 

companies in crisis based on the crisis response strategies used by the companies, and the 

respondents’ gender. Although MANOVA analysis revealed direct effects for both strategy and 

gender (above), no interaction effects were found for any of the outcome variables regardless of 

crisis response strategies used, or respondents’ gender.  

Research question 5 asked whether there would be differences in intent to purchase, 

attitude toward company and products, and perceptions of financial health of the company based 

on the crisis response strategies used by company, and the respondents’ incomes. Pearson’s r 

correlation tests uncovered statistically significant correlations between respondents’ income and 

their responses on several of the crisis response strategy conditions. Respondents’ incomes were 

significantly correlated with attitude toward companies (r = .07, n = 712, p = .08), intent to 

purchase products (r = .07, n = 712, p < .05), intent to buy products regularly (r = .06, n = 712, r 
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< .09), perceptions of future stock prices (r = .08, n = 712, p = .03), and intent to purchase stocks 

in the companies in crisis (r = .07, n = 712, p < .08).  

DISCUSSION 

 There are seven tactics that public relations professionals typically use when dealing with a 

crisis: attack the accuser, deny any wrongdoing, make excuses, justify the actions, ingratiate 

themselves with the audience, take corrective action, and issue an apology (Wilcox, Cameron, & 

Reber, 2016).  Students are taught that companies typically attack the accuser, but personal 

experience has shown that students find that response problematic.  Students express idealistic 

opinions that companies should simply and immediately admit their fault(s), apologize for 

whatever happened, and institute corrective actions.  This research, however, reveals that those 

idealistic responses do not have the greatest impact on audience members. 

 Hypotheses 1-3 each dealt with audience perceptions of the company from different 

perspectives: the company as a whole, the company’s product, and the company’s long-term 

viability as demonstrated through their finances and stocks.  When dealing with a crisis, the 

strategy that resonated most with the audience was that of attacking the accuser.  Audience 

members had a greater intent to purchase the product and a better perception of the company 

when those companies attacked their accusers.  Interestingly, however, when dealing with the 

finances of the company, the long-term viability of the company and their stock, it was not 

attacking the accuser that had the greatest influence, but a flat-out denial that any problem 

existed.  It was income that became the greatest predictor of responses to each of the questions, 

as those with higher incomes had more positive reactions toward the companies, the products, 

and the stocks than did those with lower incomes.  Overall, this points to a verification of what 

is contained in the textbooks and likely what many companies already know through their own 

proprietary research and data: In a crisis, people have the most positive responses when 

companies vigorously defend themselves, attacking their accusers and denying any problem.  

As much as some people, students especially, might find that idealistically problematic, the 

research reveals it to be the most effective strategy, at least in the short term. 

 Research Questions 1-4 primarily focused on any potential differences in responses based on 

audience members’ gender.  The results showed that audience members’ responses based on 

gender were overall consistent: men and women reacted positively when companies attacked 

their accusers, and men and women with higher incomes reacted more positively than did men 

and women of lower incomes.  The significant differences between them, however, were not 

different reactions, such as one being positive and the other negative, but were in fact differences 

of degree.  Consistently and across measures, women had a more positive reaction than did 

men.  Comparing means, women had more positive attitudes toward the companies than did 

men (4.31 vs. 3.79); they had more positive attitudes toward the products than did men (4.13 vs. 

3.61); and they had a more positive intent to purchase the products/services than did men (3.38 

vs. 2.65).  Furthermore, women had more positive responses to each crisis strategy than did 

men.  These results show that communication strategies during a crisis are important for all 

people, but they are especially important when attempting to impact women.   

 Finally, and rather surprising based on the theoretical underpinnings we used, the study 

revealed that the medium used to convey the messages had no impact on the audience members’ 

responses.  Stimulus material was created to replicate an online newspaper, Facebook, and 

Twitter platforms, but the study revealed no significant differences in participants’ responses 

based on the mediums, themselves. 

 Taking all the results into account, the participants reacted most positively to the companies’ 
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crisis communication messages when those messages attacked their accusers or denied that any 

problem had in fact taken place.  The idealistic responses of apologizing for the problems 

and/or offering to take corrective action to solve the problems garnered the least positive 

reactions from the participants.  Though people (students especially) might express a desire for 

companies to respond to crises by apologizing and taking corrective actions, these results show 

that those approaches are actually some of the least effective.   

 Finally, the results that showed the medium of the response did not matter are important to 

companies trying to determine the best ways in which to convey their message.  If a message 

presented on Facebook or Twitter has as positive a response as one conveyed through the 

reporter, editor, or producer gatekeepers, then there is no advantage to presenting that message 

through those mediums – except, possibly, audience size and types.  Though the responses 

might be statistically equivalent, the audience in a real-world situation would likely differ 

dramatically in size – unless a company can claim to have the equivalent audience size of their 

traditional medium (in this case, the newspaper) through their own social media account, then 

their reach on those platforms would remain limited.   

 Each of those findings is important to corporate public relations responses to crises.  

Though many companies might already know some of this information through their own 

proprietary research, which would likely account for their extensive use of “attack the accuser” 

responses to crises, this study is important for showing which crisis responses matter most, the 

impact those strategies have on men and women, and the fact that the mediums used to convey 

the message do not have a significant impact on the audience’s perception of those messages.  

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

 This research project had a few limitations and opportunities for future research.  First, 

though stimulus materials were crafted that effectively replicated the experiences of content on 

Facebook, Twitter, and in a newspaper, all three formats were presented to subjects through a 

computer screen.  This could have impacted the results of the questions regarding perceptions 

of medium.  Taking McLuhan at the strongest possible way in which he could be interpreted, 

simply presenting the mockup newspaper on a computer screen altered the medium itself.  

Though the image looked like a newspaper, it was still an electronic re-creation of a newspaper, 

and he would likely say it was too similar to the other electronic formats being tested.  Future 

research would do well to present the newspaper content on real newspaper stock from which 

participants could read the article text. 

 Though this study revealed that women reacted more positively to each crisis response, the 

reasons for those responses remain elusive.  Are women more engaged with the process of 

evaluating companies and their products?  Are women more significantly impacted by the 

communication strategies themselves?  Are there other strategies beyond the seven used for this 

study that would have a stronger impact on men than on women?  Those are all questions that 

warrant further study. 

 Finally, this study was, by design, evaluating short-term responses to crisis communication 

strategies.  What long-term impacts might exist from the use of each strategy?  Though 

“Attack the accuser” produced an immediate, positive response, would those responses change 

over time?  Furthermore, what impact would peers have on a subject’s evaluation of the crisis 

communication message?  If participants were told that a strategy presented was 

effective/ineffective, how significantly would that additional information impact the subjects’ 

immediate and long-term reactions to the strategies? 
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Abstract 

Increasingly, organizations are taking part in social media mourning with publics grieving deaths 

due to natural or man-made disasters. Many organizations question public responses when 

venturing into social media mourning discourse, and posting constraints should they decide to 

partake. This study examines these issues utilizing in-depth interviews and focus groups with 

social media mourners and offers suggestions for those organizations that decide to use social 

media to mourn with their publics. 
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Social media have changed how we communicate about death and the grieving process 

following death (Hollander, 2001; Walter, Hourizi, Moncur, Pitsillides, 2012; Willis & Ferrucci, 

2014). Studies show during natural (e.g., tornado, earthquake, flood, hurricane, etc.) or man-

made disasters (e.g., terrorism, shooting, riot, engineering failure, etc.) individuals use social 

media to seek information, share information, share emotion or opinions, or collaborate recovery 

efforts (Heverin & Zach, 2012). These studies also show following disaster-related deaths, 

mourners often become part of online networks or mourning communities. Vicary and Fraley 

(2010) found following the Virginia Tech and Northern Illinois shootings that students 

overwhelmingly turned to social media (i.e., Facebook pages memorializing the tragedies) for 

social support. The Social Media Mourning Model (Moore, Magee, Gamreklidze & Kowalewski, 

2017) posits mourners use social media for one-way communication (i.e., controlling the 

narrative, permission to engage in dialogue, evade or acknowledge), two-way communication 

(i.e., community sharing, relationship formation, collective grieving), and immortality 

communication (i.e., continued social actors, eternal remembrance, habitual communication). 

Previous research in the area of social media mourning primarily examined individual use (i.e., 

knew the deceased person) when a loved one passes. This study, however, examines how the 

public perceives corporate social media responses to general deaths (i.e., may or may not have 

known deceased persons) following natural or man-made disasters. 

Organizations not directly involved in natural or man-made disaster incidents have 

increasingly taken part in the discourse surrounding disasters. Research by Moore, Stevens, and 

Armstrong (in press) regarding the differences in remembrance messages used by organizations 

on social media indicates commercial messages are not well received following disasters, while 

public interest messages from organizations are received favorably. Frost (2014) posited “media 

outlets are accessing social media to gauge the response of those grieving and to obtain the most 

recent updates of information” (p. 261) and went on to suggest organizations develop social 

media plans that include monitoring “death pages” (i.e., memorial pages) on social media.  

To gain insights into how mourning publics perceive organizations that take part in man-

made or natural disaster mourning via social media, and where organizations might effectively 

contribute to the dialogue, this research consists of two qualitative methods: in depth interviews 

and a series of focus groups. Overall results indicate those mourning welcome organizational 

shows of support and sympathy for victims as these help unify the mourning community and 

honor the deceased. We suggest organization crisis responses include monitoring (at the very 

least) of social media mourning posts/memorial pages to determine how the organization should 

take part in the dialogue as well as address the needs of publics impacted. Further suggestions for 

the practice include organizations changing profile pictures, using hashtags, promoting charitable 

efforts, and not posting or sharing misleading or “old” posts or photos as displays of empathy.  

Literature Review 

Public Relations, Social Media, and Crisis Management 

Social media allow organizations to repair their reputations following crisis (Chung & 

Lee, 2016) as well as provide updated information to their publics during the crisis and during 

recovery. Thus, social media allow for organizations to tell everything, tell the truth, tell it 

quickly -- all key tenets of crisis communication. In addition, social media allow for two-way 

communication with publics during crisis wherein they can ask timely questions and receive 

immediate answers (Freeberg, 2018). Of course, as noted by Bratu (2016), it is essential that 

corporations keep their social media up to date with relevant, factual information prior to crises 

so they are seen as credible channels during a crisis. This study, however, is concerned with 
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corporate communication following a crisis -- and not even a crisis that directly affects the 

organization. After a thorough literature search, only one study was found regarding all three 

core concepts of our research: social media, corporate mourning, and tragedy/disaster. 

Strongman’s (2017) examination of corporate response to the murder of Jo Cox, a member of 

Parliament, found that social media could be used as a way for organizations to customize 

expressions of grief to personally express condolences, indicate organizational response to 

tragedy/disaster, and provide leadership responses. Thus, our primary research question guiding 

this study was: How should corporations take part in social media mourning following man-

made or natural disasters? 

Corporate Memorialization 

Though scarce, what literature could be found on corporate memorial messaging research 

has focused on: 1) messages immediately following a non-corporate tragedy (Kinnick, 2003), 2) 

messages for the anniversary of a non-corporate tragedy (McMellon & Long, 2004; McMellon & 

Long, 2006), and 3) messages following a corporate death (Bell & Taylor, 2016). None of these 

studies focuses on use of social media by corporations in mourning.  

Kinnick (2003) examined advertisements placed in newspapers immediately following 

the September 11 attacks. Her study found these ads contributed to positive perceptions of 

corporate image and served to establish “ the organization as a good corporate citizen (Kinnick, 

2003, p. 445). Additionally, ads that paired cause-related messages (e.g., supported causes tied to 

the tragedy) with the mourning message were able to enhance corporate reputation. 

Likewise, McMellon and Long (2004) studied newspaper advertisements posted as 

anniversary or commemorative messages to the September 11 attacks. Their study found 

organization messaging fell into four main categories: 1) commercial (i.e., traditional product ad 

with mention of tragedy), 2) condolence (i.e., messages of prayers, sadness, sympathy, etc.), 3) 

informational (i.e., helpful information for publics), and 4) inspirational/patriotic (i.e., American 

images/colors and messages of pride and overcoming). They then tested each category of 

messages finding positive participant reactions to informational and patriotic messages, and 

negative reactions to commercial messages. Their suggestion was organizations should avoid 

commercial messages tied to commemorating a tragedy. Instead corporate memorial messages 

should focus on what the organization is doing or what publics should do in response to the 

tragedy or focus on how we came together as Americans to overcome the tragedy. 

In a later study, McMellon and Long (2006) modified these categories to: 1) commercial 

(i.e., message containing sales/discounts), 2) image (i.e., corporate logo/image with message of 

sadness loss), 3) participation (i.e., message urged public to volunteer/donate in memory of 

tragedy), 4) patriotic (i.e., message contained eagle/flag image and/or text about American 

courage, resilience, etc.), and 5) public interest (i.e., message regarding what the corporation was 

doing to remember). Previously the category of information had combined both information 

regarding what the organization was doing (now public interest) and information regarding what 

the public should do (now participation). Additionally, the category of condolence was re-

categorized as image messaging as the goal was to further the corporation’s reputation by 

displays of sympathy. However, they did not test the effectiveness of each of these new 

categories as their previous study had. 

Finally, Bell and Taylord (2016) examined Apple’s messaging in response to the death of 

Steve Jobs. Apple used several tactics including a corporate memorial service, a virtual 

condolence book, and video messaging. Their study noted that public messages in regard to Jobs’ 

death were not only posted online via social media, but that their content focused more on his 
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image as world-changing and irreplaceable. Conversely, the content of Apple’s messages 

focused more on Apple moving forward from Jobs’ image. Bell and Taylor (2016) argued this 

dichotomy served to frame Apple as a corporation that “transcends individual death…suggesting 

that the organization could continue to survive and flourish without him” (p. 127).  

 Discourse of Renewal 

         Image Restoration Theory examines how organizations respond to direct threats, 

suggesting they deny or diminish negative portrayals and focus on rebuilding their image 

following reputational threats (Ulmer, Seeger, & Sellnow, 2007; Ulmer & Sellnow, 2002; 

Coombs, 1999; Benoit, 1997; Benoit, 1995; Coombs, 1995). Focus on organization image should 

be tempered, however, as Xu (2018) posited, “preoccupation with organizational image and 

reputation can backfire following a crisis because it gives the impression that the organization 

cares more about its self-interests than the well-being of the people” (p. 109). Thus, instead of 

image repair, Ulmer and Sellnow (2002) posited organizations must focus on renewal, positive 

portrayals, and opportunities instead of negatives (“Introduction,” para. 5). Within discourse of 

renewal Ulmer, Seeger, and Sellnow (2007) provide a post-crisis communication framework 

focusing on: 1) community interests, (p. 133), 2) moving forward (p. 133), 3) post-event 

opportunities (p. 134), and 4) strong, reputable formal leadership (p. 134). In doing these things, 

they feel the organization can help publics focus on healing and learning following a crisis.  Xu 

(2018) takes this a step further, suggesting by focusing on community values the organization 

can help publics make sense of the crisis.  

 Previous research in the area of crisis communication has not looked at organizations 

communicating following crises that did not directly affect them, as is the case in this study. 

However, whether or not a crisis directly affects the corporation Seeger, Sellnow and Ulmer 

(2003) directly stated organizations “have a major stake in the nation’s ability to rebound from 

the crisis” (p. 362). They posit organizations should help publics move beyond the crisis by: 1) 

serving stakeholders, 2) correcting issues, and 3) focusing on public values (Ulmer & Sellnow, 

2002). One caveat to this is that organizations must have concerted activities (such as Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR), philanthropy, sponsorships, etc.) in place before the crisis occurs a 

efforts in this area can be easily misconstrued by publics, as many organizations may appear self-

serving or capitalistic if they try to improve their images by taking part in post-crisis dialogue. 

Ulmer and Sellnow (2002), posit organizations that wish to take part in post-crisis dialogue 

should have established “reservoirs of good will with stakeholders” (p. 365) before any crises 

occur. 

Methods 

Method 1 

In-depth interviews were conducted to gather first-hand accounts from individuals who 

had used social media to grieve/mourn following a natural or man-made disaster in the years 

2005-2015. This type of intensive interviewing method allowed researchers to get detailed 

information in the interviewee’s own words regarding how participants felt about organizations 

that took part in social media mourning (Byrne, 2004; Schutt, 2004). Semi-structured interviews 

with open-ended questions were used, which help in accessing attitudes and experiences 

regarding sensitive and complex concepts such a death and mourning (Byrne, 2004). A dialogic 

relationship was pursued between the interviewer and interviewees in order to create a 

conversation-like atmosphere (Babbie, 2001; Schutt, 2004). Each interview took place at a public 

location chosen by the interviewee, took between 30-60 minutes, and was audio recorded. All 

interviews were conducted in person. Participants were given a $25 Walmart gift card for their 
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participation. Following the interviews, each audio file was transcribed by a student worker. 

Design 

 Several “grand tour” questions were asked at the beginning of each interview in order to let 

the interviewees develop rapport and garner detailed narratives of the interviewees’ own social 

media use for mourning (Schutt, 2004). Interviewers then explored how the interviewees felt 

about “non-mourning” publics (defined during this process as those who do not personally know 

anyone who died, but still used social media to mourn) taking part in social media mourning. The 

interviews were then directly asked how they felt about organizations that joined into social 

media mourning. Questions in this section asked, 1) what types of organization social media 

mourning posts they had seen (natural or man-made disaster, and commercial, image, 

participation, patriotic, public interest, etc.), 2) how they felt about the different types of 

organization social media mourning posts they had seen, 3) what they thought of the 

organizations that had placed social media mourning posts, 4) how seeing organizations placing 

social media mourning posts influence their perceptions of the organization, and 5) how they 

would react toward organizations that had placed social media mourning posts.  

Graduate students (3) were trained in the interview and focus group methods and were 

given a protocol to follow for each method. The protocol consisted of instructions to the 

interviewers including complete information on consent, opening statements, warm-up questions, 

grand-tour questions, sample probes to follow key questions, transitions between each interview 

theme section, and an interview closing statement (focus groups also included a demographic 

form for participants to complete). This same question format (described above) and protocol 

was used in the focus groups (method 2 below) as well. 

Participants 

Researchers were specifically interested in those who had personally experienced the 

death of a loved one to either a man-made or natural disaster and used social media for mourning 

that individual in the last 10 years. It was determined that personal experience would provide 

more rich information than non-mourning publics. In addition, the 10-year timeframe meant 

mourners would still be able to remember their experiences. A volunteer sampling method was 

used to recruit participants, wherein social media posts explicitly asked for locally-based 

individuals to take part. This was the same population, sampling method, and recruitment 

strategy for the focus groups (below). 

A total of 16 locally-based individuals took part in the interviews. They had used social 

media to grieve/mourn following a natural (n=7, i.e., hurricanes Katrina or Isaac, Illinois snow 

storm, South Carolina or Mississippi floods,) or man-made (n=9, i.e., Mississippi shooting, 

Colorado shooting, Paris attacks, Louisiana shooting) disaster partook in the interviews. Of 

these, 37.5% were male and 62.5% were female, and 25% were Black and 75% Caucasian. Ages 

ranged from 20-49. The majority were college students (50%) from the south (94%). 

Method 2 

 Focus groups were conducted on a different sample of participants than the interviews, 

though with the same sample characteristics. Focus groups allowed researchers to use groups to 

explore real-life experiences with social media mourning that were not anticipated during the 

interviews (Babbie, 2001). Group dynamics allow for participants to “feed off” one another in 

discussions that add to findings. We used focus groups to understand the socially created 

attitudes and opinions about organizations using social media to mourn (Tonkiss, 2004) that 

emerged in the interviews -- with the added use of examples to help clarify some of the concepts 

that emerged. These examples included several different organization messages surrounding the 
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shooting at Parkland Elementary School and former Navy Seal, Chris Kyle (man-made disaster) 

and Hurricane Katrina and the Moore, OK tornado (natural disaster). The same five questions 

from the interviews were used, but this time with examples showing different types of 

organization responses ranging from those focusing on prayer/unity, charitable donation 

requests, patriotism, and support through a hashtag. 

 One graduate student served as the moderator for all four focus groups, with the additional 

graduate students serving as a greeter/note taker and video recorder. Each of the focus groups 

was held in the same classroom on a large southern campus, within a one-week time period. 

Focus groups took between 60-90 minutes each. Participants were given a $25 Walmart gift card 

for their participation. Following the focus groups, each video file was transcribed by a student 

worker. 

Participants 

A total of 52 locally-based individuals took part in four focus groups (6-15 participants 

per focus group). These participants had used social media to mourn following a natural (n=32, 

i.e., hurricanes Katrina, Isaac or Patricia, Philippine typhoon) or man-made (n=20, Louisiana 

shooting, Colorado shooting, Paris attacks, Sandra Bland death, Florida shooting, Chinese 

explosion, West (TX) explosion, Canadian train explosion, Sandy Hook shooting, Fort Hood 

shooting, Fukushima power plant, Deepwater Horizon) disaster in the last 10 years. Of these, 

40% were male and 60% were female, and 29% were Black, 2% were Asian, and 69% were 

Caucasian. Ages ranged from 18-63. The majority were college students (52%) from the south 

(86%). 

Results 

Data Analysis 

Following data analysis procedures outlined by Creswell (2003) each set of transcripts 

was read through multiple times to make sure all information regarding organization social 

media mourning was found. The researcher read through for general ideas, tone of comments, 

and the language used by interviewees. Memos regarding what was said in each part directly 

referring to organization social media mourning were written and passages were highlighted by 

the lead researcher. The researcher then identified categories of themes that emerged in the 

memos, and went back to the highlighted transcript portions to find in vivo terms and direct 

quotes that helped solidify the themes. 

Findings 

 Connecting to the Tragedy. Participants noted seeing organization mourning posts for both 

man-made and natural disasters, predominantly on Twitter and Facebook. They noted seeing 

many different types of organization mourning posts, stating the first type they usually 

encountered was an organization using the same hashtag as the mourners (e.g., #prayforparis and 

#parisattacks). Others noted some organizations would change their profile picture on their social 

media pages and replace it with hashtags. “They [organizations] connect to the tragedy with 

hashtags,” said one participant, “so they can show support, which is cool.” Hashtags served to 

unify the global community of mourners and in most cases this type of mourning was not seen as 

intrusive, but as sparking togetherness and comfort. Most participants said they “were good with 

organizations connecting their story to the disaster.” One participant noted, however, that some 

organizations try to “hijack” the hashtag and begin “over talking” about the organization’s story 

instead of the tragedy.  

 Participants also noted consistently seeing organizations posting images with mourning 

messages such as “our thoughts and prayers are with you” with an organization logo or picture of 
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the tragedy. Many participants mentioned organization messages paired with images from 

Hurricane Katrina such as flooded streets, people rescued by boats, or people trapped on top of 

houses. A few participants said they had seen images of dead bodies tied to organization 

messages and felt this was unacceptable. “They [organizations] should never use images of 

death,” stated one participant, “they can take part in grief without those types of photos.”  

 Community Support vs. Capitalism. Participants stated they felt organizations were 

expressing “togetherness” and “comfort” with the mourning community through organization 

mourning posts. “I feel like organizations need to mourn too,” stated one participant, “and it’s 

okay for them to use their social media pages to connect to us.” Posts indicating sympathy, 

compassion, and support were very favorably viewed by participants. “It’s like they 

[organizations] can see we need to hear they feel loss too,” said another participant. “It’s nice to 

know they care,” said another, “and makes you feel more relatable.” Some participants noted 

they saw a lot of donation and volunteering posts associated with tragedies and saw these as 

ways organizations were encouraging communities to come together. “It’s good to see 

organizations mention things like drop off locations, or where we can help,” said one participant, 

“those messages show they care about getting us through the tragedy.” “Volunteering posts 

helped connect us,” said one participant, “they showed how we all needed each other.” 

Additionally, participants looked favorably on organizations promoting recovery efforts within 

their mourning posts. For example, organizations that mentioned how they were contributing to 

helping the communities affected through monetary or product donations. “Those companies 

show they care about the community,” said one participant, “not just their company.” 

Conversely, posts that focused on promoting the organization were viewed very 

unfavorably. “I saw some posts talking about sales during the hurricane and that was tasteless,” 

said one participant. Another participant noted that “these organizations that advertise like 

percent off or ‘stock up now’ are horrible. Like who is shopping at a time like this?” Even 

messages that did not directly mention sales or shopping, but simply promoted the organization 

were considered negative. “You can’t just have a message that shows how great you are when 

people are grieving,” said one participant, “companies have to focus on the tragedy, not 

themselves.”  

Misleading the Public. Participants noted that some organizations used mourning posts 

to distort their image to the public. One example noted multiple times was organizations like BP 

placing social media posts suggesting sympathy and caring following disasters such the 

Deepwater Horizon. “They [BP] were at fault and they’re like ‘we are sorry for your loss,’’ said 

one participant, “it was bullshit and they expected us to play along. They were just sad their 

name was attached.” Other participants noted that organizations such as the NRA shouldn’t offer 

thought and prayers following gun deaths as this was seen as “fake” and “tacky.” “You can’t 

have an organization like the NRA posting about gun deaths when they’re the ones supporting 

gun owners,” said another participant. Alternatively, participants noted they felt disturbed by 

organization mourning posts that called for gun control as noted by one participant, “I guess 

sometimes [I felt uncomfortable] for shootings whenever companies just started talking about 

gun control instead of the actual disaster.” “You can let people know you’re sorry or thinking 

about them and avoid politics,” said one participant, “Avoid bringing up issues at least for a 

while.” 

Additionally, participants noted that organizations should not use “old posts” or photos of 

things they had done in the past in their social media mourning posts. One participant said they 

didn’t like how companies like Dawn always seemed to have the same oil-covered birds in all 
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their oil spill messages. Another participant shared that an organization posted a picture of the 

Eiffel Tower lit up red, white, and blue following the Paris attacks and stated it was a sign of 

support for those mourning. “I saw the post and was like, No that picture was from years ago, it 

wasn’t actually from that night. So I feel like the organization’s intention was good, but it was 

definitely not accurate or time relevant,” said the participant. “I thought, ‘Eh, your intentions 

were good, but your execution was bad.’ It was just misleading.” 

Speak Out and/or Boycott. In response to what they viewed as negative or unacceptable 

organization mourning posts, participants noted they felt it was acceptable to “call out” or 

reprimand organizations. “If I see a company posting a sales ad while they also say ‘thoughts and 

prayers’ I think it’s gross,” said one participant, “and I have no problem calling them out on 

Twitter.” Other participants said they would not only boycott the organization themselves, but 

make sure to post to others in their networks to do the same. “It’s easy on social media to share a 

post and say ‘this company did such and such you should boycott them’,” said another 

participant. 

Continuing Remembrance. Several participants noted they still saw organization 

mourning posts years after the tragedy took place. For example, many noted they saw 

anniversary posts regarding Hurricane Katrina and the Moore Oklahoma tornadoes. “It was such 

a dramatic event [Moore tornado] that it makes you want to recognize and give recognition to the 

people we lost,” said one participant, “It’s nice to see companies continue to show support.” 

Others, however, noted anniversary mourning posts keep the tragedy going. “I think that 

sometimes they [anniversary posts] do extend it longer than it would have been if it weren’t 

posted on social media.” 

Discussion and Conclusion 

During periods of mourning, individuals can engage in various forms of grieving that 

lend themselves toward a desire to feel connected to like-minded others. This is the purpose of 

attending funerals, sitting shiva, creating memorials and other honorifics that seek to allow 

expressions of loss and support throughout these difficult times. To that extent, the concepts of 

social media mourning and cyber-grieving merely serve extensions of these earlier forms of 

rituals (Moore, Magee, Gamreklidze & Kowalewski, 2017). However, both the ability for digital 

media to widen the audience of participants and a lack of pre-established norms for 

organizational participation often create uncertainty as to how best to engage individuals who 

partake in this form of emotional release. These concerns often lead organizations to question 

whether they should take part in social media mourning dialogues with their grieving publics. 

Thus, the overall question guiding this study was, how should corporations take part in social 

media mourning following man-made or natural disasters? 

As noted throughout this paper, mourning and loss can lead to heightened emotional 

states, upon which even seemingly benign efforts from unwelcome or tangential participants (in 

this case organizations) can evoke negative reactions. The goal of any organization attempting to 

engage those mourning losses on a digital platform should be akin to those outlined in discourse 

of renewal (Ulmer & Sellnow, 2002; Seeger, Sellnow & Ulmer, 2003; Ulmer, Seeger & Sellnow, 

2007; Xu, 2018); focus on moving forward, the values of the community you are speaking to, 

and healing and learning. This study seeks to find ways to help organizations avoid exacerbating 

the grief individuals are experiencing in the wake of a disaster while finding ways to adequately 

participate when such participation is warranted (Strongman, 2017). 

This study takes important steps in providing a normative framework for institutions that 

wish to provide honest and valuable sympathy to individuals who sustained a personal loss and 



 

 
 

330 

partook in social media mourning. Additionally, the study revealed ways in which organizations 

can inadvertently exacerbate the grief individuals have experienced when they improperly 

engage the grief-stricken digitally. Overall, the results indicated that mourners appreciated 

organizational shows of support that demonstrated unadulterated sympathy, unifying efforts and 

honorific messages. These efforts provided a clear opportunity for an emotional connection 

between the grievers and the organizations, especially when those organizations provided 

specific and relevant tributes to the fallen. 

Conversely, organizations that relied on retread images and generic messages reflected a 

lack of true empathy in the eyes of the mourners. These attempts failed to demonstrate an honest 

desire to connect with those in grief and instead reflected a “bandwagon” approach to trending 

topics or popular hashtags. Even more, when organizations appeared to capitalize on the disaster 

for financial or promotional gains, these social media efforts did more harm than good in terms 

of putting forth a positive public image. Participants in our study noted a clear disdain for any 

“capitalistic” efforts in the wake of disasters and noted a strong sense of being used. 

One of the key elements underlying the responses noted in this study was the concept of 

“why” in regard to the struggle associated with mourning. Individuals who suffered losses often 

seek an answer as to why tragedies befell their loved ones (Moore, Magee, Gamreklidze & 

Kowalewski, 2017). Along parallel lines, individuals in this study who most vehemently 

questioned the efforts of organizations to participate in social media mourning indicated a similar 

struggle with the “why” element of these engagements. In other words, those messages that had 

the most positive influence were those that came from organizations that had a clear rationale 

behind their participation and that offered messages that demonstrated a congruence of grief. 

Those organizations that saw the greatest backlash were those whose presence lacked a clear 

“why” answer or offered messages that demonstrated an emotional or logical discordance for the 

grief-stricken (e.g., commercial messages or messages from organizations some feel had 

contributed to the tragedy).   

As noted by Kinnick (2003), “it is the job of public relations practitioners to constantly 

monitor the mood and mindsets of important publics. Before any response to tragedy is 

formulated, PR practitioners should be consulted for their insights about likely public reaction to 

proposed messages or silence” (p. 457). To avoid awkward or obtrusive social media efforts in 

the wake of tragedy, we suggest that organizations establish, in advance, a policy to address 

participation in social media mourning. The policy should discuss how and when the 

organization will create and disseminate grief-supportive content along these channels. The 

policy should address which types of content the organization should not use (i.e. old visuals, 

disturbing images) as well as the types of proactive messages that can augment its status as a 

genuine and sympathetic participant. It should also outline which platforms merit specific usage, 

the timing of any messages, the frequency of participation and the individuals who will create 

and publish these postings. At the heart of this policy should be an answer to the “why” question, 

in which the organization challenges its members to develop a clear rationale for its participation 

in specific social media mourning efforts, as opposed to a merely offering blanket “thoughts and 

prayers” when a hashtag associated with grief reaches a critical mass of users. This should 

mitigate problematic social media efforts, with the obvious hope that the policy will provide 

positive social connections between the organizations and the mourners. 
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Abstract 

This study uses recent gamification research to examine PR Writing student attitudes, interests, 

engagement, excitement, and perceptions regarding writing promotions for several nonprofits 

using the SCVNGR app, a location-based gamification app. Surveys measured how student 

interaction with the gamification app influenced writing, perception of content, impressions, and 

future behaviors. 
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In this age of frequent technological advances, the mass influx of information, and 

constant social media activity, public relations professionals are consistently learning to adapt by 

developing new methods of and content for attracting and engaging with publics. Gamification 

apps constructed for mobile devices allow publics to interact with organizations in ways not 

previously possible; in many instances, they learn about the organization while “playing” with it. 

Structured gamification takes root in the Bedwell Taxonomy (Bedwell et al., 2012), which 

theorizes that such methods of learning can be measured and analyzed. The theory of gamified 

learning posits that real-life accomplishments can be encouraged by game-like rewards. Research 

has examined the practical advantages of gamified learning: Kyewski and Krämer (2018), for 

example, consider its effect “on participants’ motivation, activity, and performance” 

(“Introduction,” para. 3). Sarangi and Shah (2015) point out that gamified learning has been 

implemented by “organizations like L’Oreal, Deloitte and Starbucks” (n.p.) because it 

encourages employees’ involvement with results and a sense of ownership over their 

performance, which lends credence to the theory’s relevance beyond institutional education. It is 

therefore essential that public relations professionals learn how to write content for gamification 

apps that attracts, engages, and encourages public participation with organizations.  

This research examines the use of a gamification app called SCVNGR in a public 

relations writing course. Student groups had full access to the app and designed full scavenger 

hunt-style promotions for various local nonprofit clients. Each student group developed 10 

“gaming tasks” that attracted participants to an assigned nonprofit, engaged them with the 

nonprofit’s purpose content, and rewarded them for taking part in those educational tasks. 

Writing for the app focused on garnering excitement for, involvement with, and learning about 

the nonprofit. For example, one student group designed gaming tasks for the local zoo which 

involved an app user taking and posting a picture with an iconic statue, answering trivia 

questions (e.g., why are flamingoes pink?), posting something new they found out about a zoo 

animal to their social media, sharing a picture of their favorite zoo animal on their social media, 

and more. The promotion was designed so that participants who completed all 10 gaming tasks 

were rewarded with 15 percent off of an item at the zoo’s gift shop (an award usually reserved 

for zoo members). 

  Following student use of the gamification app in the classroom, researchers conducted an 

online survey to examine their attitudes, engagement, excitement, interest, and perceptions of 

necessity. Of the 60 students who took the Public Relations Writing course with the SCVNGR 

app grant, a total of 44 students completed the survey. The study’s dependent variables were: 

writing behaviors recommended in the SCVNGR project, perception of content/subject matter of 

SCVNGR project, overall impression of the SCVNGR project, likelihood of engaging in future 

promotion writing behaviors, and likelihood of encouraging a peer to take the course.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Gamification of Learning 

 McGonigal argues that a game consists of goals, rules, feedback, challenge, valued 

outcomes, and is played voluntarily. Jesper Juul (2001) presents his five essential game features 

as: (1) rules, (2) variable quantifiable outcomes, (3) valued outcomes, (4) player attachment to 

outcomes and (5) effort. Other researchers like Elias, Garfield and Gutschera (2012) identified 

over 30 characteristics, including challenge, heuristics, fantasy/narrative, interactivity, 

competition, mystery, assessment, progress, sensory stimuli, and immediate feedback.  

Though it is often overlooked as an important gaming characteristic, fun is usually at the 
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core of every game (Miller, 2011). The element of fun is what has prompted other fields and 

industries to utilize game design for their own purposes and goals, which has formulated the 

current industry concept of gamification. First introduced by the digital media and video game 

industry in 2008, the term was later defined by Detering, Khaled, Nacke and Dixon (2011) as 

“the use of game design elements in non-game contexts” (p. 9). The term has since become 

heavily contested with definitions that focus on different aspects of gaming which range from the 

increased societal adaptation of video games to the effects of instant gratification and motivation 

on non-game activities (e.g. learning in classroom and organizational settings).  

E-learning researchers found that the brain does not distinguish between actual and 

simulated events. If people learn in simulated situations and demonstrate skills in game-like 

surroundings, the same neural connections will form as those created under real-life conditions 

(Gutierrez, 2012). The dopamine released during playtime helps the brain store the game 

response; then, when people do experience a related real-life event, players are able to retrieve 

that response (Rackwitz, 2012). 

 The Bedwell Taxonomy serves as the foundational theory of gamification study; its purpose 

is to “provide a common language and starting point for researchers examining the effects of 

[the] attributes” which facilitate effective learning via games (Bedwell et al., 2012, p. 730). The 

Bedwell (2012) study initially presented 19 attributes which were then card sorted by game play 

experts into nine measurable taxonomic categories: “Action Language, Assessment, 

Conflict/Challenge, Control, Environment, Game Fiction, Human Interaction, Immersion, and 

Rules/Goals” (p. 744). 

Gamification is not simply creating a game or making an activity a little more playful; ot 

gamify also implies the use of game design elements such as challenge, thrill, competition and 

reward alongside elements of playful interaction such as fun, enjoyment and social rewards that 

make everyday tasks more engaging (Sarangi & Shah, 2015). Features like badges, leaderboards, 

levels and rewards are again used as tools to further learning and increase response rates for 

mandatory and voluntary training. 

Public Relations: Evolving Curricula and Professional Skills 

 It is crucial that public relations students learn to write well. Wakefield and Cottone 

discussed the importance of “promotional writing, general copywriting and proofreading” (p. 31) 

back in 1987. This requirement isn’t new, and it won’t ease with time. The practitioners who 

place a high value on writing are the same ones who make hiring decisions that affect young 

professionals fresh out of university, and those graduates become responsible for the profession’s 

future because they make up the profession (Harden & Pompper, 2004). 

What it means to write well is also more complex than simple grammar and syntax 

because practitioners must create content of various types and tones across old and new media 

platforms. Public relations writing has evolved with the emergence of new media from radio to 

television to the internet. The advent of the new millenium social media platforms has led public 

relations professionals to adjust to communicating via digital media in addition to print 

publications, which requires major versatility in writing ability. Today, communicators may 

develop content for a variety of platforms, including websites, blogs, online exhibits, virtual 

tours, training courses, and more. Among readers there has been a shift from “reading to read” to 

“reading to find,” with 79 percent of readers using a scanning technique instead of reading word-

for-word (Nielsen & Fox, n.d.). Garrand (2006) discusses the challenges and caveats of web 

writing and argues that to be effective, a web writer has to be more than just an accomplished 

wordsmith: “The interactive writer must also understand the architecture, tools, and capabilities 
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of interactive multimedia” (p.33). 

Industry Application of Mobile Apps  

Dhanesh (2017) posited that digital engagement tends to be communicative (one-way), 

transactional (two-way), and/or collaborative (dialogic). While collaborative engagement is 

recommended by academics and practitioners alike, there are risks involved that organizations 

aren’t frequently willing to take (Dhanesh, 2017). While the use of gamified mobile apps may 

appear to the user to be collaborative, they actually match more of the criteria that describe 

transactional engagement. This indicates that there is limited risk to organizations when app 

users participate in a gamified activity; and, due to the app’s high level of interactivity, the 

organization may also retain the rewards of collaborative engagement. 

Digital and business software applications using game mechanics, dynamics, and 

frameworks to promote desired actions and outcomes have emerged quickly (Lee & Hammer, 

2011), especially those that relate to consumer behavior (Zichermann & Cunningham, 2011). 

According to McGonigal (2011), the success of gamification is rooted in its physiological nature. 

Her research showed that users felt “fully alive,” “engaged,” most creative, and as if they had a 

sense of purpose when playing (p. 3). Others describe an experience similar to flow, a state of 

full immersion and gratification (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). In fact, scientists have measured the 

increased release of the chemicals dopamine, norepinephrine and epinephrine in the brain that 

not only bring on good feelings but also make us more receptive to learning (Gutierrez, 2012).  

Because engaged employees are usually more committed to the organization’s success 

and actively contribute toward it, human resource officers are constantly trying to find new ways 

to motivate employees as well as track individual goals and accomplishments (Harter et al., 

2002). Through the use of apps or online programs, corporate managers can interact with 

employees in an approachable fashion while building a sense of organizational culture and 

identity. Nonprofits in particular can benefit from engaging their publics through promotional 

gamified apps because, according to Wilson (2013), such tools allow them to inform and 

dialogue game participants “in a more meaningful way” (para. 6). 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Understanding that problem solving, writing, and critical thinking are important skills 

public relations students need to develop, the gamification research shows these types of apps 

can help students hone skills in these areas, and that industry professionals need to learn to adapt 

to technological advances as well as learn how to develop content for new promotion methods, 

this study will examine the following research questions:  

1. Is there a significant relationship between writing behaviors recommended by the SCVNGR 

project and attitude about the promotions created, engagement during the project, excitement 

while working on the project, overall interest in the project, and overall necessity of the project? 

2. Is there a significant relationship between perception of content/subject matter of the SCVNGR 

project and attitude about the promotions created, engagement during the project, excitement 

while working on the project, overall interest in the project, and overall necessity of the project? 

3. Is there a significant relationship between overall impression of the SCVNGR project and 

attitude about the promotions created, engagement during the project, excitement while working 

on the project, overall interest in the project, and overall necessity of the project? 

4. Is there a significant relationship between likelihood of attempting to engage in future promotion 

writing behaviors following the SCVNGR project and attitude about the promotions created, 

engagement during the project, excitement while working on the project, overall interest in the 

project, and overall necessity of the project? 
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5. Is there a significant relationship between likelihood of encouraging a peer to enroll in this PR 

Writing section following the SCVNGR project and attitude about the promotions created, 

engagement during the project, excitement while working on the project, overall interest in the 

project, and overall necessity of the project? 

METHODS 

Design 

An online survey administered via Qualtrics examined attitudes, interests, and intended 

behaviors of students who took part in the PR Writing courses assigned the gamification app 

project. Online surveys were distributed as this study’s method of data collection due to their 

inexpensive, timely, and functional nature (Reynolds, Woods, & Baker, 2007), and they were 

effective because the purposive sample was small and had personal stake (i.e. course assignment 

grades) in completing it. Standardized survey questions also allow researchers to reliably analyze 

data and ease study duplication (Reynolds, Woods, & Baker, 2007).  

Participants 

 Students from three PR Writing courses (20 students per course) were asked to take part in 

the survey. A total of 44 participants (73 percent of the students) completed the survey. The 

majority of participants were juniors when they took the course (59.1 percent) with 54.6 percent 

falling between the ages of 20 and 21. Additionally, the majority were Caucasian (63.6 percent) 

females (63.6 percent). None were given extra credit or any form of payment for participation. 

Independent Variables 

Five independent variables were examined as predictors of behaviors. Attitude about the 

promotions created was measured using five statements measured on Likert scales (strongly 

disagree=1 to strongly agree=7): 1) working on the SCVNGR promotions for my nonprofit was 

fun, 2) working on the SCVNGR promotions for my nonprofit was entertaining, 3) working on 

the SCVNGR promotions for my nonprofit was enjoyable, 4) I liked working on the SCVNGR 

promotions for my nonprofit a lot, and 5) I wish I had more opportunities to work on promotions 

like this. These five items accounted for 83 percent of the variance and had a Cronbach’s alpha 

of .97. Engagement during the project was measured using seven-point semantic differential 

scales asking if the students felt motivated/unmotivated, interested/uninterested, 

involved/uninvolved, important/unimportant, and helpful/harmful while working on the project. 

These five items accounted for 38 percent of the variance and had a Cronbach’s alpha of .98. 

Excitement during the project was measured using seven-point semantic differential scales 

asking if the students felt inspired/uninspired, invigorated/uninvigorated, enthused/unenthused, 

excited/unexcited, fascinated/unfascinated, and looking forward to it/dreading it while working 

on the project. These six items accounted for 29 percent of the variance and had a Cronbach’s 

alpha of .94. Overall interest in the project was measured using seven-point semantic differential 

scales asking if the students felt the project was important/unimportant, relevant/irrelevant, 

means a lot/means nothing, beneficial/not beneficial, interested/uninterested, 

significant/insignificant, exciting/unexciting, appealing/unappealing, fascinating/mundane, 

desirable/undesirable, and wanted/unwanted. These 11 items accounted for 44 percent of the 

variance and had a Cronbach’s alpha of .98. Overall necessity of the project was measured using 

seven-point semantic differential scales asking if the students felt the project was 

vital/superfluous, essential/nonessential, and needed/not needed. These three items accounted for 

24 percent of the variance and had a Cronbach’s alpha of .94. 

Dependent Variables 

Five dependent variables were examined. Writing behaviors recommended by the 



 

 
 

338 

SCVNGR project were measured using seven-point semantic differential scales asking if the 

behaviors recommended were good/bad, fair/unfair, and positive/negative. These three items 

accounted for 82 percent of the variance and had a Cronbach’s alpha of .94. Perception of 

content/subject matter of the SCVNGR project was measured using seven-point semantic 

differential scales asking if their perception of the content was good/bad, valuable/worthless, and 

positive/negative. These three items accounted for 86 percent of the variance and had a 

Cronbach’s alpha of .95. Overall impression of the SCVNGR project was measured using seven-

point semantic differential scales asking if their overall impressions were good/bad, 

valuable/worthless, and positive/negative. These three items accounted for 89 percent of the 

variance and had a Cronbach’s alpha of .97. Likelihood of attempting to engage in future 

promotion writing behaviors following the SCVNGR project was measured using seven-point 

semantic differential scales asking if future behaviors were likely/unlikely, impossible/possible, 

probable/improbable and would/would not. These four items accounted for 94 percent of the 

variance and had a Cronbach’s alpha of .98. Likelihood of encouraging a peer to enroll in this 

PR Writing section following the SCVNGR project was measured using seven-point semantic 

differential scales asking if future behaviors were likely/unlikely, impossible/possible, 

probable/improbable and would/would not. These four items accounted for 95 percent of the 

variance and had a Cronbach’s alpha of .98. 

Procedure 

 Participants logged on to the Qualtrics survey account and read the consent form. By 

clicking on the link at the bottom of the consent form, they agreed to participate. Participants 

then answered questions about their affective learning, involvement, motivation, perception and 

demographics. The entire process took approximately 20 minutes. 

RESULTS 

Research question 1 asked if there was a significant relationship between writing 

behaviors recommended by the SCVNGR project and attitude about the promotions created, 

engagement during the project, excitement while working on the project, overall interest in the 

project, and overall necessity of the project. Multiple regression analysis showed three items 

significantly predicted writing behaviors recommended, (Adjusted R2=.88, F(5,38)=58.03, 

p<.001). Attitude (B=-1.5, p<.01) significantly predicted writing behaviors, as did engagement 

(B=.68, p<.001) and necessity (B=-.25, p<.01).  

Research question 2 asked if there was a significant relationship between perception of 

content/subject matter of the SCVNGR project and attitude about the promotions created, 

engagement during the project, excitement while working on the project, overall interest in the 

project, and overall necessity of the project. Multiple regression analysis showed four items 

significantly predicted perceptions of content/subject matter, (Adjusted R2=.94, F(5,38)=132.84, 

p<.001). Engagement (B=.42, p<.001) significantly predicted perceptions of the content/subject 

matter, as did excitement (B=-.36, p<.001), interest (B=.39, p<.001) and necessity (B=-.35, 

p<.001). 

Research question 3 asked if there was a significant relationship between overall 

impression of the SCVNGR project and attitude about the promotions created, engagement 

during the project, excitement while working on the project, overall interest in the project, and 

overall necessity of the project. Multiple regression analysis showed two items significantly 

predicted overall impression, (Adjusted R2=.93, F(5,38)=113.76, p<.001). Attitude (B=.40, 

p<.001) and engagement (B=.43, p<.001) significantly predicted overall impression. 

Research question 4 asked if there was a significant relationship between likelihood of 
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attempting to engage in future promotion writing behaviors following the SCVNGR project and 

attitude about the promotions created, engagement during the project, excitement while working 

on the project, overall interest in the project, and overall necessity of the project. Multiple 

regression analysis showed two items significantly predicted likelihood of engaging in future 

promotion writing, (Adjusted R2=.68, F(5,38)=19.35, p<.001). Attitude (B=-.33, p<.01) and 

interest (B=.29, p<.05) significantly predicted future writing behaviors. 

Research question 5 asked if there was a significant relationship between likelihood of 

encouraging a peer to enroll in this PR Writing section following the SCVNGR project and 

attitude about the promotions created, engagement during the project, excitement while working 

on the project, overall interest in the project, and overall necessity of the project. Multiple 

regression analysis showed three items significantly predicted likelihood of encouraging a peer 

to take the course, (Adjusted R2=.95, F(5,38)=150.94, p<.001). Engagement (B=.75, p<.001) 

significantly influenced encouraging a peer to enroll, as did interest (B=.14, p<.05), and 

necessity (B=-.16, p<.05). 

Overall, results indicated attitude significantly predicted writing behaviors recommended, 

overall impression of the project, and likelihood of engaging in future promotion writing. 

Engagement significantly predicted writing behaviors recommended, perceptions of 

content/subject matter, overall impression of the project, and likelihood of encouraging a peer to 

take the course. Necessity significantly predicted writing behaviors recommended, perceptions of 

content/subject matter, and likelihood of encouraging a peer to take the course. Excitement 

significantly predicted perceptions of content/subject matter. Interest significantly predicted 

perceptions of content/subject matter, likelihood of engaging in future promotion writing, and 

likelihood of encouraging a peer to take the course. 

DISCUSSION 

The gamification of learning may continue to become more prevalent in both academic 

institutions and the professional environment, but its use should be grounded in a thorough 

understanding of its most effective uses, potential pitfalls, and probable benefits. This research 

exists as a study of the gamification of nonprofit-centered learning, particularly through mobile 

app development; its results are not meant to be generalized. It was structured and implemented 

in a higher-education public relations course to gauge the effect of learning both to the students 

building gamified activities on the backend and those publics playing the games. 

Opponents of teaching gamified promotional writing in public relations courses may 

posit that the payoff of learning such techniques could be short-lived. Mobile apps in particular 

can garner the attention of the market overnight and lose their audience by morning. SnapChat, 

for example, lost over three million followers from Q1 to Q3 in 2018 (Snapchat, 2018). Mobile 

app marketers and content creators catering to the so-called “snack culture”, which is 

characterized by increasingly shorter attention spans, might not pay off as bored audiences could 

migrate to the next platform (Newman, 2010). On the other hand, not all apps are created equal 

— nor are they made for the same purpose. Gamified apps aren’t comparable to social media 

apps like Snapchat because their main objective is to inform and engage their audiences, not to 

gather and sell user information. This is especially true when gamified apps are implemented in a 

nonprofit setting where app users are viewed as participants instead of products. 

 Public relations students and practitioners alike should possess a toolkit of diverse writing 

techniques to work effectively in such a quickly evolving field. Using gamified mobile apps as 

classroom practice for promotional writing allows students to meet the challenge of engaging 

their audiences purposefully, memorably, and playfully. Implementing gamified mobile apps in 
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professional settings allows public relations practitioners to increase publics’ awareness of their 

organizations, engage with their audiences, and bring something interesting to the table — no 

matter if it stands the test of time. 

Online surveys tend to suffer most from a lack of responses and/or low-quality answers 

(Reynolds, Woods, & Baker, 2007). However, these pitfalls were avoided in this research due to 

the participants’ stake in their completion of the survey and the exclusion of open-ended 

questions. The power and generalizability of this research is low due to its small sample size. 

Because this study’s sampling method was purposive, these elements do not affect the validity or 

reliability of the data; however, the purposive sample indicates that data is not generalizable to 

the public (Reynolds, Woods, & Baker, 2007). This study was also limited in that it lacked open-

ended questions. More detailed, unique data could have better illustrated the results of this 

analysis, particularly regarding students’ attitudes toward the project, and provided insight that 

could inform further research. 

Moving forward, researchers could continue to explore the implementation of gamified 

mobile apps in for-profit spaces internally and externally, the comparable effectiveness of 

learning promotional writing through alternative means versus gamified mobile apps, and the 

value of promotional writing across platforms. Future studies could also seek out less structured 

data by gathering information through controlled testing, focus groups and/or in-depth interviews 

depending on how extensive the project is. 
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In this new context, highly technological and digital, complex, with abundant information 

and ephemeral, there is no longer the logic of the long-term, and therefore, often leaders in 

communication feel pressured - by themselves - to produce positive results at all times, in several 

simultaneous projects, in the pursuit of high performance. 

The leader needs to have knowledge about strategies, business and financial results, but 

also must have knowledge about people management, dialogues and humanization. What should 

be the skills of a leader in this context? What should be the leadership narratives in communication 

adapted to these new times? We believe that new contexts require new Public Relations and 

Organizational Communication professionals. It requires not only new techniques and practices, 

but a new reflection about feel, narrate, understand the diverse and respect oneself and the other. 

The main objective of this paper is to present the results of the research developed by 

Aberje - Brazilian Association for Business Communication on the profile of leadership in 

Organizational Communication in Brazil. The research surveys the key leadership challenges in 

an increasingly complex environments and details the skills and abilities needed to address them. 

 

ABOUT THE RESEARCH 

The methodology of the research was data collection by self-completion in an online 

system and occurred between August 29th and September 28th 2018. The sample was non-

probabilistic for convenience, formed by professionals from associated organizations and the 

network of Aberje, which are from the most diverse segments and sizes, located in all regions of 

Brazil. The study counted on the participation of 578 professionals who hold leadership positions 

in Organizational Communication at levels between coordination and direction in order to discover 

their professional aspects, focused on leadership and their personal and lifestyle aspects. 

The profile of the communication leadership interviewed was 38% managers, 22% 

coordinators, 17% directors and 11% partners, which 62% works in large private companies 

operating in Brazil. Among these, 37% have more than 5,000 employees. Most of them are 

graduated in journalism (40%). Public Relations appears with the representativeness of 16%. In 

total, 93% of the participants have postgraduate courses, mainly specialization and MBAs in topics 

related to communication, marketing and administration. 

The vast majority of them works for their companies for a period of up to 7 years and under 

a CLT (Brazilian formal working laws) hiring regime. The study indicates the existence of a 

compacting of the organizational structures of the Communication area since some of the managers 

(28%) report directly to the CEO / President, while 46% of the coordinators report directly to a 

Director or CEO / President. 

NEW CONTEXTS 

The assumption of the initial part of these reflections is that new contexts, as well as new 

cuts of a certain time and space, influence new thoughts in Organizational Communication and in 

Public Relations. Paradigms, theories and ideas about communication can be rethought according 

to the historical, political-economic, social, cultural, religious and digital-mediatic moment under 

analysis. New contexts bring new ways for the individual to feel and to be in the world. 

Consequently, the communication leader is required to take a new stand to create new narratives 

for these new individuals. 

 

Postmodernity is characterized by the acceleration of technological production and the 

multiplication of high-tech products, starting in 1975, with the market in the process of 

internationalization with globalization and cultural imperialism (POLISTCHUK, TRINTA 2003, 
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144). Characterized by the speed, ephemerality and fluidity, the global is entering in the 

representation of the world through the electronic communication bias and the individual served 

by a multiplicity of symbolic options. 

Thus, in view of the increasing globalization, which has recently been made possible by 

the rise of new media - especially digital ones - that promote the constantly increasing flow of 

information, ideas and knowledge, as well as frequent updating of concepts about all aspects of 

our reality, the world fragments and becomes fluid, putting in check the solidity of precepts and 

individual identities of the institutions of traditional society (BAUMAN, 2001), removing many 

of our references, our senses, our stories and our myths. 

According to the postmodern and digital contexts, Baldissera (2008), inspired by the theory 

of complexity of Morin (2001), reflects on a new thinking of the communication, about a paradigm 

that proposes to understand and explain the phenomena in its complex reality, in a world of doubts, 

not fixedly organized and non-linear. "Complex thinking seeks to understand / explain the 

uncertainties, the indeterminations and the presence of random phenomena" (BALDISSERA, 

2009, p. 142), that is, the presence of "fortuity" so present in postmodern times. 

Because of so many changes, few activities have been as deeply affected as corporate 

communications - its professionals face new challenges at every turn and slowly seek to reinvent 

themselves to meet the demands of the new time. Among the leaders interviewed, both those 

working in small companies and those in global corporations, 91% see the importance of strategic 

communication to adapt to these new challenges of to be in this world under discussion. 

 

NEW CHALLENGES 

Faced with these new contexts, leaders face great challenges. From the answers, the main 

challenges faced by them are: 

 

 
 

To manage volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity 

 

For Harari (2016), we live in a great race in the 21st century. We run all the time - and fast 
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- to avoid economic collapse or ecological disintegration, or to seek endlessly the so-called 

individual and collective happiness. Even after centuries of economic growth, technological 

developments and scientific progress, in which one imagines that life should become serene and 

peaceful and increasingly free of cares and concerns - at least in more developed countries - the 

reality is quite the opposite. "At the individual level, it results in high levels of stress and tension 

... In spite of all our achievements, we feel under constant pressure to do and to produce even 

more" (HARI, 2016, p.223). 

Byung-chul Han (2015, p. 8) writes that such high levels of stress and tension are 

potentially caused by the new contexts: postmodern, digital, and complex, which configure a fast, 

ephemeral, excessive, full of uncertainties, without references and meanings world. If in a way the 

twentieth century was marked by infections and infarcts, the 21st century brought with it diseases 

that until then had not had a proper name or that were not pronounced for not being so often 

diagnosed as: burnout (self-pressure and self-exploitation), depression, attention deficit disorder, 

anxiety, nomophobia (internet addiction), among many others, referred here as the "pain of the 

21st century." 

On these new contexts of "a world full of confusing signs, willing to change quickly and 

unpredictably" (BAUMAN, 2004, p.7), both, leaders and their teams, coexist and interact in a 

workplace often unreadable, confusing, complex, constantly changing and that prescribs 

flexibility. 

These are contexts of uncertainties, ephemeris, lack of meaning, excesses and ambiguities. 

How can leaders manage these challenges in their own lives, manage and develop people led by 

them, who experience these same pains and difficulties, and how to create new narratives - 

effective - for their audiences whose also lives the same reality? Therefore, the management of 

complexities and uncertainties appears in the research as the most challenging question of these 

new contexts, appearing in 59% of the answers. 

Morin (1996), in his complex theory, points out exactly the need to explore areas of 

knowledge uncertainty, arguing against rationalization and objectivity. For him, rationalization 

would be "the closure of the universe in a poor or artificial logical coherence” (MORIN, 1996, 

p.170). 

In this logic the author discusses, about the challenge to complexity, a need to recognize 

the characteristics of human nature, such as the leader's ability for the multiple, the varied, the 

contradictory, the subjective, the diverse. An improvement of its characteristics linked to the 

understanding of subjectivities, integration, transience and affectivity. 

This complex thinking considers both the qualities / properties of organizational culture 

and the integrating / constructive individuals of the culture. Thus, within what might be called a 

complex perspective, a need to concern about the whole appears to the leader, as a result from 

relationships, interactions, interrelationships, and feedbacks that occur in the organizational 

environment. 

 

Manage time and prioritize activities  

The research shows that the new contexts, especially on the basis of digital, suggest a new 

way of organizing time, especially when it comes to professional time and leisure time. Leisure 

time is often replaced by more work hours, exceeding the time required by the work contracts. 

Since the borders between private and corporate worlds have been blurred with the new 

technologies that have enlarged the scope of work for the particular universe of the individual, it 

practically established a need for be a leader willing to work 24 hours for 7 days. 
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The managerial system raises a narcissistic personality model, aggressive, pragmatic, without 

states of soul, centered on action and not so much on reflection, ready to do everything to succeed. 

(...) He (the manager) believes that it (the organization) will be able to satisfy his own ghosts, 

particularly the megalomania of being the strongest, the greatest, the most powerful. But the 

exercise of power has its reverse: the anguish of loss of objective. Archaic distress, which reveals 

the fear of losing the love of the loved one. Hence a permanent tension to keep up with their 

demands. (GAULEJAC, 2207, p221) 

 

It is because of this system that burnout arises, which comes when leaders are struggling 

to achieve an unachievable end. And as a consequence, they feel victimized: "I can not take it 

anymore, I'm exhausted, I do not have time for myself". 

As the leader can never live up to the expected performances, he sees himself as incapable, 

incompetent, or insufficiently motivated. It is the leaders who becomes responsible for the defects 

of the system (DUJARIER, 2004 apud GAULEJAC, 2207, p.125). It must support a paradoxical 

universe without, however, sinking into madness. The least of the paradoxes is that the leader is 

required to be autonomous in a hyper-coercive world, to be focused on a hyperconnected world, 

to be creative in a hyper-rational world. 

For Sennett (2010), the new contexts have caused profound changes in individuals' 

personal and professional lives, in their way of feeling the world and being in it, including in the 

organizational world. For the author, this context makes individuals to have new working 

relationships, in which there is no long-term logic, and therefore, pressured - by mechanized 

processes of productivity, by superiors, by peers and, mainly , by themselves - to produce positive 

results at all times, in several simultaneous projects, are more likely to become ill. With the same 

vision, Vincent de Gaulejac (2007), comments that, in these contexts, 

 

performance and profitability are measured in the short term, "real-time", putting the whole 

production system in a permanent tension: zero delay, exact time, tense flows, immediate 

management, etc. It is about always doing more, always better, always more quickly, with the 

same means and even with less effective. (GAULEJAC, 2007: 45) 

 

Bauman (2004) posits in his reflections that this self-exploration, as well as its consequent 

depression, stress and / or anxiety, are consequences of an inability to achieve a perfect match 

between effort and reward on a daily basis, since it seems impossible to match speed and the 

rhythm of the flow of time. Pain is a picture of frustration, which he called a 'complex of 

inadequacy' and pointed, according to his own definition, as one of the great afflictions of 'liquid-

modern' life "(Senator, 2018, 102). 

This society in which the long-term idea has become something on the verge of extinction 

ends up weakening the intrinsic conditions for the development of loyalty, trust, commitment, 

creative leisure, feeling safe, stable in the workplace, indispensable for the development of fruitful 

work, which increasingly extends the challenges of the leaders of these new times. Thus, leaders 

may end up putting themselves at the psychological level in terms of insecurity, psychic suffering, 

and professional exhaustion. 

 

More responsibility and therefore more power; what the Anglo-Saxons call empowerment makes 

him responsible for what he does ... hence a pressure, by time, for results, but also by fear, which 
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has terrible consequences. It generates behaviors of addition, cultural stress, feeling of invasion, 

against which it is difficult to defend itself, and sufferings that the individual hides; otherwise, if 

they were expressed, it would be targeted. (GAULEJAC, 2007, p 217-218) 

 

Also, for Gaulejac (2007), due to a failure of traditional work ethics, the more power, more 

flexibility and more of a supposed freedom. This is because, in this cycle, many managers feel 

that, in order to attend to the organization's functioning, according to the individualism of its sole 

responsibility, they have to go through irregular hours, night work, disorganization of family life 

and its biological rhythms, precisely because of this fear of being targeted and even being 

dismissed because of it. This supposed freedom is translated, therefore, by a deregulation, 

inscribing directly in their daily lives. 

Therefore, many leaders respond as one of their main challenges to the difficulty in 

managing their time and the priority of activities, both in relation to their daily activities at work, 

and in relation to the time to be with their families, friends and people which they estimate. 

What would feel a sense at work? What happens, apparently by the thoughts of Antunes 

(2015, 133), is that "a life full of meaning outside of work supposes a life endowed with meaning 

within the work". This is because, for the author, when there is sense in the work, that is, when the 

worker finds in his professional activities a meaning for his own life, as part of his identity, it 

generates for him a meaning outside the work as well. 

The work-identity connection has undergone important transformations in the new contexts 

because of the precariousness of the meaning of the work in the present days. Meaning appears 

when there is motivation and engagement, when one understands what one does, and one realizes 

that the results of work generate something bigger and more important for oneself and for society. 

"In the words of American researcher Tammy Ericson (apud CALDEIRA, 2015, p.147), meaning 

is the new money”. 

Communication leaders in organizations need reflection on their virtues, rather than on 

their technical competencies. This is what Cury (2016) thinks in thinking about managers, 

considering that: 

 

competencies are essential for the execution of tasks and goals, but these are already over-

represented by organizations, which has led us to invest as much in the "as we do", neglecting to 

give due attention to "who we are" (...). culture of "and", I believe in the middle way, in the search 

for the balance that contemplates the individual and the collective, profit and responsibility, 

rational and intangible. I am sure that as the leader becomes a more open, trustworthy and just 

person, the greater will be his power of influence. (CURY, 2016, online) 

 

Therefore, it is necessary to know and be able to say "no". Not for the "how to do", 

technical, but for the "why to do?", and for the reflection of "who am I?" and "what benefits will 

this bring to myself and to the other?". The communication can not solve all of that. Some issues 

are administrative and belongs to the organization and others solutions will only be possible with 

supports of other areas. Know how to say "no" to certain requests also reduces the burden of the 

communication manager himself to contribute to the problem of meaninglessness, purpose and 

recognition. 

Communication leaders often end up self-blaming for actions that they are not responsible 

for the results. Thereby, they end up pushing themselves to achieve impossible goals. They may 

even be replacing their thinking time and creating new narratives time to meet demands from other 
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areas or prioritizing rational and rational actions that may not be very effective for what is expected 

of communication: transformation. Or worse: replacing your non-effective and meaningless work 

time with your time that could be lived out of work. 

 

Align goals with the organization's mission and strategy and reinvent business models 

 

The answers suggest that some leaders, faced with complexities, see it as a great challenge 

to align their goals with the organization's mission and strategy, and find it difficult to innovate 

their communication processes. This usually occurs when these actions are linked to 

communications protocol, which follow several practical knowledges that demonstrate the purpose 

of modeling behaviors, guiding processes, establishing procedures and operating norms, with no 

space for the most strategic and the new. 

In certain situations, leaders feel obliged to follow a standard, in accordance with their 

goals tied to organizational norms, but which are not always in line with the organization's mission 

and strategy reflecting a certain conflict: 

In this perspective, conflicts are considered dysfunctions. The term dysfunction itself implies the 

existence of an operating norm presented as ideal, but this ideal is rarely questioned, as if it were 

absolute, because it is the object of a tacit acceptance, considerable as indisputable. (GAULEJAC, 

2007, p.74) 

 

Often, what is thought differently from what has traditionally been done, according to the 

norms of the organization, are barred creations at the time of its realization. So that, by inhibiting 

its ideas and attitudes, it "hinders or even eliminates the possibility of people to create or innovate, 

as well as to develop and transform themselves "(CALDAS SILVA, 2010, p.205). This is not good 

for organizations, because in this way there is no time for the development of human potentialities, 

for self-knowledge, for authenticity, for freedom of knowledge and choice, for creativity, for self-

realization, for self-development, for sensitivity, intuition and self-transcendence (SOARES, 

2007). 

This highlights the importance of leaders in understanding the need to create new narratives 

appropriate to these new contexts that are not merely focused on financial outcomes but that are 

thought of in the strategy of the organization as a whole in relation to its positioning, beliefs, 

values, mission and vision. It also highlights the importance of leaders to value people within an 

ideal greater than profit, greater than a machinery to produce communications empty of meanings. 

The importance of leaders who that take in to consideration complexities, reactive behaviors, 

flexibility, adaptability, and understand that it is better to mobilize than to obligate, to incite than 

impose, to gratify than to punish, to delegate responsibility than to surveil. 

 

Develop and manage team 

 

For Antunes (2015, p. 62), currently there is greater heterogenization, fragmentation and 

complexity of the people who make up a work environment. In addition, weakness, error, setback, 

imperfection, doubt, everything that characterizes the human as "normal" seems to have no place 

to be in the work environment. Hence both pressure and self-pressure and supposed freedom arise 

from leaders and their teams, linked to possible wage demotions, loss of rights, multifunctional 

work, which, in fact, express the enormous intensification of the rhythms, times and processes of 

work, reduction of teams, lack of resources and budgets. 
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Is this fragmentation and complexity considered in the moment of manage people? Each 

leader is a unique and complex being, who has his interests, his opinions and also his desires and 

his pains. There are incompatibilities between satisfactions, beliefs, subjectivities, so that what is 

important for some is not for others, what is quality for some is not for others, what is right for 

some, is not for others, the sense of some it is not the same for others. 

The context requires adaptations in the management of the teams, so as to take into account 

the complexity present also in the people impacted by these new contexts. From this understanding 

of management with workers, it is essential to criticize also how their individuality is treated and 

understood. Differences of opinions, choices, beliefs, individual goals. Cultural differences, 

gender, opportunities, freedoms. It is necessary to talk, listen and participate in a process of mutual 

development between leader and team, because 

  

diversity makes the team more apt to face and overcome challenges, because the problems to be 

solved, require varied approaches. Nowadays, marked by the speed of change and innovation - 

such as management through process vision, for example - the more eclectic the team, the greater 

the ability to solve problems. (SOUZA, 2010, p.33) 

 

It is up to the communicator leader, through this dialogue, of non-violent communication 

and active listening, to provoke divergences of ideas, in a way that seeks to teach "to learn how to 

learn and especially to learn how to unlearn to absorb, adapt and recreate new production and 

management technologies "(SOUZA, 2010, p.19). Thenceforth, there is development for 

innovations. "Where everyone thinks uniformly, there is much scope for radicalism of opinions, 

dissimulation of feelings, and fragility of emotional links for the formation of healthy 

relationships" (OLIVEIRA, 2002, p. 135). To know how to live with contrary opinions is to know 

how to express ideas without the emotional charge of the vain pretense. 

In dialogue, each one must absorb in this or that consideration something that will 

contribute to their growth. Always using the "relativization" of knowledge, understanding and 

experience. It allows better assimilation of content and its consequent application in the 

development of moral and emotional skills, so scarce in the coexistence between creatures in the 

face of the day-to-day pressures in the work environment. 

The results will be perceived and felt in the expansion of creativity to solve problems, in 

solidarity with projects developed by others in the team, in overcoming institutional boundaries, 

in emotional support for individual struggles to achieve internal and team improvement goals. For 

this, Souza (2010) argues that the new contexts demonstrate that it is increasingly necessary to 

rethink the leader-employee relationship, which denotes to the leader "a role of factor that imposes 

its points of view on subordinates to iron and fire", for a new role "as educator and motivator”. 

Role that must have as main attribute the competence of relationship "(SOUZA, 2010, p.17). So 

that he is not just a leader in communication, but a communicator leader. 

By a communicating leader, with the role of educator and motivator, it is understood that, 

in these contexts of materialism, uncertainties, complexities and the empire of reason, this new 

leader must first focus on the re-educative social function of his own feeling. The leader must 

improve itself to honor its title in the development of people, not machines. 

After this understanding, it can also contribute to the re-education of the feelings of their 

relationship group, motivating them to think differently, insofar as it abstracts the excesses of 

information and prioritizes doubts and answers, new solutions, innovations, by the discussion of 

experiences, reflecting on new horizons about old themes of living. 
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Reeducated and motivated by communication, by participation, by interaction, to reinvent 

the experience towards the calls of consciousness and unconsciousness, allowing the people in 

your network to externalize dreams, limitations and values already achieved, making the work 

environment a laboratory of ideas in the expansion of the capacity to think with the dignities, 

individualities and potentialities of each one, to co-create this new reality. 

Reeducation is therefore linked here to the renewal of institutional models and the 

transformation of individual behavior in the acquisition of new thoughts, feelings and values. To 

be able to express these new feelings in the coexistence it requires self-knowledge, a re-education 

of tendencies, a desire to improve and an environment that stimulates the search for similar 

achievements. They are processes to recreate relationships in the organizational environment and 

rethink the systematization of organizations. 

The research points out that 24% of the time of the leaders interviewed is invested in 

activities of people management. This distribution, in a way, points to a dysfunctional expectation 

regarding the role of the leader, since little of his time has been allocated to people management 

and this is usually felt in organizations and reflected in their satisfaction surveys and climate. 

This satisfaction is more achievable when there is room for innovation, for imagination, 

desire, dreams, limits, achievements, pains, creativity, idiosyncrasies, doubts, answers, 

experiences and, above all, the affects - positive and negative. So that all this can be part of the 

project of a new leader, able to understand the complexities and respect individual existential 

differences, as well as their needs, their values and their abilities. 

 

NEW COMPETENCES  

The research points out that to overcome these challenges, the leaders themselves indicate 

which their main competences would be: 
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Generally, in a process of self-assessment of proficiency in relation to these competences, 

on a scale of 0 (does not demonstrate competence) to 5 (always demonstrates competence) they 

understand that they demonstrate them constantly, in the search for adaptability new contexts and 

new challenges. With an average of 4.2, the in-depth knowledge of the sector in which it operates 

is the competence in which they believe there is the smallest gap of proficiency, whereas, with a 

mean of 3.8 contextual analysis and trend evaluation, the greatest proficiency gap. 

 
 

However, for communication professionals who do not hold leadership positions and who, 

in many cases, are subordinate to the leaders, also heard, with an average of 2.8, people 

management presents the greatest proficiency gap. With an average of 3.7, both of them agrees 

that the deep knowledge of its sector is the task with the smaller proficiency gap. 
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The main gap, therefore, is the need to make a transition from a leadership that is ever more 

human than technical, and this should be 

 

an attention to listening and speech, not a reduced word of a rational language, but a living word, 

a word that sings, that expresses the things of life the depth of a human existence, a word that is 

given as a purpose to enchant the world, rather than closing it in calculations, programs, or ratings. 

The world lived is the opposite of the world of productivity and performance. It celebrates the 

ludic more than the work. The pleasure of the bodies more than the search for result, the availability 

to the other more than the measure of the performances. (GAULEJAC, 2007, p.239) 

 

It is in this sense that Paulo Nassar (apud CASTRO, 2018) highlights the emergence of the 

concern about the most human abilities, pointed out in the research as essential competences for 

leadership such as people management (39%) and emotional intelligence (36% ), as opposed to 

the stricto sensu technique, which lacks repertoire and is often seen as the main attribute of younger 

leaders, considered millennial generation. 

This aspect is reinforced also by asking about the lifestyles of these leaders, since they seek 

networking still by "traditional" means - although they are connected a great part of the time - with 

94% claiming to seek information through the Internet, 75% of them still prefer to participate in 

events, to 44% of responses on websites of professional networks, which "demonstrates that they 

want the eye contact" (NASSAR apud CASTRO, 2018, p.18). 

Is possible to identify that there is a kind of complementation of the two methods, not a 

substitution. Although the research does not take into account "how" these interactions are made, 

it is possible to imagine that there is some kind of first contact, which is maintained by professional 

social networks, making them more of a maintenance tool of relationships than a propeller and 

initiator of them. (CASTRO, 2018). 

 

NEW LEADERS 

The research "The profile of leadership in organization communication in Brazil" breaks 

some paradigms that exist when the subject is the millennial generation and its characteristics. 

When we look at the cut of the millennials, which are here considered as the borns between the 

years 1982 and 2000, we see some interesting data. One of the main characteristics is in the 

relational scope. At the same time millennial generation is described as highly connected, which 

may lead us to think that their interactions and relationships are more valued in the digital 

environment, it gives value to personal contact. 

Looking at a broader aspect, and considering the whole sample of the research, we see the 

following age group: leaders from 26 to 30 years represent 6% of the total, from 31 to 35 years 

represent 22%, and over 35 years are 72% of respondents. This shows that among the participating 

leaders, most of them do not belong to the millennial generation. As you might expect, higher 

positions are occupied by older professionals with more experience. This is still a determining 

factor for the choice of leaders. 

When we look at the question of competencies, and what competencies millennials believe 

to be the main ones, we see a great similarity. First, there is "context analysis and trend 

assessment"; second, "flexibility and adaptability to change"; third "results orientation". 

This dominance of Generation X and Baby Boomers shows that even though we know so 

much about the millennials, we still do not know what changes they will bring when they hold 

higher leadership positions. Small differences in perspective, such as this, can demonstrate a major 
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change in leadership. 

When we look at personal profile characteristics, we can see some gaps. The survey 

participants read, on average, 5.5 books per year, which is slightly above the national average, 

which is 4 books per year. Among the books, the technicians / professionals are preferred, followed 

by romance. We know that for skills considered important, such as context analysis, it is necessary 

not only a technical repertoire. There is a gap in textual language that can be a product of more 

technical and professional training. New leaders need to compensate their technical knowledge 

with more general knowledge to improve their readings of increasingly complex contexts. 

Another gap is related to the time dedicated to activities. Although they consider that 

communication is rather a strategic activity for the organization, the time dedicated to the activity 

of this type is still homogeneous when compared to tactical, operational and people management 

activities. However, this is a point that can be attributed to the organization, since the great 

challenge of the area is still to gain space on the board (only 39% of the communication areas 

report directly to the presidency). The time is well divided among these four types of activities, 

which indicates the existence of a gap in relation to the management of people, mainly, since we 

speak of leaders. For communication to be truly strategic to the organization, the leader needs not 

only to be the leader in communication but also a communicator leader. The indication that this 

ideal scenario exists is precisely the type of activity that the leader exercises. Therefore, the greater 

time dedicated to people management, would indicate the approximation of this ideal scenario. For 

new leaders, this is the challenge the research brings: how to become a manager, devoting more 

time to people. 

 

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The research results showed that respondents feel and face new challenges, reflecting new 

contexts: complex, ephemeral, highly digital and excessive. A reality that demands, more and 

more, immediate results. It is noted that there is great difficulty in managing the time, both 

professional and personal, and to prioritize the activities of the day to day. It is evident that we 

must know how to say no to certain demands that are merely protocol, rational actions, because 

these may be paradoxical in relation to the organization's mission and strategy. Only then, there 

will be space for the reinvention of business models and for the creation of new communication 

narratives that are more appropriate to the new reality. 

It is also noticed, by the leaders' responses, that in order to face these new challenges, they 

point out that new skills are required. At the same time they need to be able to deal with 

subjectivities and complexities, they can not lose focus on the results. You have to analyze the 

scenarios and have the competence to be flexible and adaptable to the change to be able to rethink 

what no longer works. It is necessary to know how to manage people, who also live the complexity 

and many pains of this chaotic 21st century. It should be pointed out here that the greatest gap, 

after also listen to those who are led, was precisely between the understanding of the importance 

of managing people and their difficulty to actually do it. It takes time and willingness to deal with 

processes of integration, transience and affectivity. 

With the digital and complexity factors permeating all the research, it is crucial to look at 

the generational issue. More than just a supposed greater familiarity with technology, the 

millennial generation brings a new perspective. It is possible to see this from the subtle differences 

in their responses compared to the other generations identified in the research (generation X and 

Baby Boomers). 

Nowadays, the profile of communication leadership in Brazil is predominantly born before 
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the 1980s, which are concerned with "millennial issues" that share the same preoccupations and 

seek to face the same challenges. However, as adapted as they may be, these leaders will be 

replaced.  

It remains to be seen whether this generational transition in leadership, which brings a 

difference of perspective, will have a positive or negative impact. While they are concerned with 

issues of humanization and people management, we do not know how these upcoming leaders are 

being prepared and preparing themselves to a world that will require more from them. 
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The Mediating Role of Skepticism:  

The Way Corporate Social Advocacy Builds Quality Relationships with Publics 

 

Keonyoung Park 

Syracuse University 

 

Abstract 

This study investigated corporate social advocacy’s influence in building relationships with 

publics. The results of an online survey (N=960) showed that a corporation’s definitive position 

on a controversial social issue was associated positively with brand trust and loyalty mediated by 

reduced skepticism of corporate non-market activities. 
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Previous research has investigated the way public skepticism affects outcomes of 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) practices (e.g., Skarmeas & Leonidou, 2013). Because 

corporations are for-profit ventures, people doubt their motivation and/or sincerity when they 

engage in non-market activities (Du, Bhattacharya, & Sen, 2010). Although CSR practices are 

important communication channels not only for effective reputation management but also for 

increasing purchase intentions (Wang & Anderson, 2011), the effects tend to be compromised 

when people doubt the operators’ genuineness.  

This study regards corporations’ ambiguous attitudes toward social issues as a cause of 

publics’ skepticism of CSR. Some corporations have tended to support universal issues (e.g., the 

environment, culture, education) when they engage in CSR practices and have avoided 

disclosing their opinions on controversial issues (e.g., Sheehy, 2015). Even if these strategic 

ambiguities help prevent the possibility of generating enemies, they limit companies’ abilities to 

cultivate strong supporters that share their identities, which is essential in building quality 

relationships. 

In this vein, this study sheds light on a current trend of CSR practices called corporate 

social advocacy (CSA). CSA refers to a company’s announcement that it takes a definitive 

stance on controversial sociopolitical issues (Dodd & Suba, 2014). Considering that the 

perceived strength of messages from CSR practices generates positive reputations among 

stakeholders (Wang & Anderson, 2011), this study expects that corporations’ clear stances (as 

communicated through CSA practices) may reduce public skepticism toward corporate non-

market activities. Building on signaling theory (Spence, 1973; 2002), the author regards 

corporations with CSA activity as generating more powerful signals than they generate from 

general CSR practices.  

This study investigated CSA’s influence in building quality relationships with publics by 

mitigating public skepticism of such corporate non-market activities. This study posited that a 

corporation’s definitive stance on an issue, as displayed through CSA practices, reduces public 

skepticism by signaling that its social engagement is sincere. In addition, people may develop an 

emotional attachment to a company when they confirm that it holds similar values and that it 

represents their identities. Hence, the author proposed that corporate issue identification is 

related to consumer-company identification (CCI), which reduces CSR skepticism. To 

demonstrate how CSA generates quality relationships by mediating CSR skepticism, this study 

posited brand trust and brand loyalty as outcome variables. When people have less doubt about a 

corporation’s sincerity in engaging in social problems, they trust the brand and demonstrate 

loyalty. In addition, the author proposed that brand trust relates positively to brand loyalty, which 

reflects stronger favorability (including purchase intention) than trust does.  

By conducting an online survey, this study attempted to provide significant evidence to 

confirm the effects of CSA in reducing CSR skepticism and to confirm the mediating role of 

CSA engagements between CSR skepticism and quality relationships with publics. This study 

also aimed to provide meaningful implications to both scholars and practitioners and to show a 

potential way to reduce publics’ skepticism, which would help optimize the effects of CSR 

practices. 

 

Literature Review 

CSR Skepticism: Disqualification of CSR as an Effective Signal 

 According to signaling theory, it is beneficial that corporations actively disclose their 

information, which helps to elicit positive evaluations, because people evaluate other agents 
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based on limited information (Spence, 1973; 2002). Because publics do not have complete 

information about a corporation, they must interpret pieces of available information about the 

organization to determine its identity. In this regard, corporations adopt diverse tactics to signal 

relevant information and obtain positive evaluations (e.g., King, Lenox, & Terlaak, 2005; 

Montiel, Husted, & Christmann, 2012). 

CSR comprises firms’ philanthropic practices aimed at achieving organizational “legal, 

economic, ethical, and discretionary responsibilities placed on them by various stakeholders” 

(Vanhamme & Grobben, 2009, p. 273). In response to publics’ requests that corporations should 

be responsible members of civic society, corporations have voluntarily engaged and invested in 

non-market activities, pursuing a mission for a better society (Coombs & Holladay, 2012; 

Frederick, 1994). Corporations’ efforts to engage in CSR practices can be crucial to stakeholders 

who are evaluating those firms (Frederick, 1994). 

Previous research has claimed that corporations’ engagements in CSR practices can be a 

signal that reduces the perceived dangers of making a decision with information asymmetries; 

the signal can also imply additional information that attracts stakeholders in positive ways (e.g., 

Su, Peng, Tan, & Cheung, 2016). For example, when people evaluate a corporation that actively 

engages in CSR, people tend to believe that the organization makes efforts to maintain long-term 

relationships with its publics (Barnett, 2007). This endeavor is important for a firm because it 

helps strengthen its quality relationships with stakeholders and legitimizes the corporation’s 

social existence (Wang & Qian, 2011). 

However, despite the optimistic expectations of CSR as an effective signal, CSR 

messages might fail to generate their intended outcomes due to their characteristics. Previous 

research shows that corporations strategically maintain ambiguous positions in their CSR 

practices. For example, CSR practices have tended to support universal issues (e.g., the 

environment, culture, education,), and they have avoided disclosing their opinions on 

controversial issues (Sheehy, 2015). Guthey and Morsing (2014) claim that corporations use 

strategic ambiguities in CSR to appeal to diverse audiences who support different sociopolitical 

values and who have conflicting expectations of corporations. However, even if these strategic 

ambiguities help prevent the possibility of generating enemies, they may make publics question 

the credibility of corporations that engage in CSR. Previous research has highlighted that the 

extent to which outsiders perceive a signal as being credible is a critical predictor of that signal’s 

effectiveness (Connelly, Certo, Ireland, & Reutzel, 2011). Scholars have also suggested that 

signals must be strong, intense, clear, and visible, and not distorted or deceptive, to generate their 

intended outcomes (Connelly et al., 2011; Lampel & Shamsie, 2000; Warner, Fairbank, & 

Steensma, 2006; Ramaswami, Dreher, Bretz, & Wiethoff, 2010). 

The ambiguity of CSR practices may strengthen publics’ skepticism toward CSR. People 

tend to doubt corporations’ motivations and/or sincerity when they engage in non-market 

activities (Du, Bhattacharya, & Sen, 2010; Forehand & Grier, 2003). As Du et al. (2010) claim, 

the nature of corporations as for-profit ventures may conflict with the mission of CSR activities. 

In this vein, scholars define CSR skepticism as publics’ inclinations to question the authenticity 

of an organization’s motivation and altruism in participating in socially responsible activities 

(Du, et al, 2010; Rim & Kim, 2016). Considering that publics tend to have positive evaluations 

when corporations clearly articulate their CSR messages (e.g., Wang & Anderson, 2011), 

corporations’ ambiguous attitudes toward social issues is a cause of publics’ skepticism toward 

CSR. 

Corporate Social Advocacy with Corporate Issue Identification 
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A recent trend of CSR shows a new way that corporations engage in non-market 

activities apart from their ambiguous attitudes on specific social issues (Frederick, 2008). For 

example, Ben and Jerry’s prints gun-control messages on its products, and Chick-fil-A is openly 

against same-sex marriage. In this regard, scholars define CSA as announcements in which 

corporations take definitive stances on controversial sociopolitical issues (Dodd & Suba, 2014). 

CSA also can be regarded as part of CSR because CSA is operated by corporations to support 

social values that are not directly related to the corporations’ profit-making practices (Frederick, 

2008).  

However, CSA needs to be investigated, considering the clarity of corporations’ 

identification and the strength of their arguments in stating related social issues. Unlike 

traditional CSR communications that are based on safe issues, corporations are now engaging in 

issues that provoke controversial reactions from different members of publics by taking one side 

of those issues (Dodd & Suba, 2014). The sociopolitical issues supported by CSA may be 

characterized as controversial, and thus they provoke massive debates between those who 

advocate the issues and those who oppose them (Nalick et al., 2017).  

Despite being potentially controversial, the clarity of CSA may influence and mitigate 

public skepticism toward corporate non-market activities. Previous research has claimed that 

corporations may generate positive images to their stakeholders when they clearly identify their 

stances rather than remaining ambiguous. As discussed earlier, customers positively evaluate 

corporations whose CSR messages include strong and definitive arguments (Wang & Anderson, 

2011). Regarding the importance of message clarity on CSR communication, Robinson and 

Eilert (2018) show that a specific message strategy on a single issue is more effective than a 

general message strategy in eliciting consumers’ positive evaluations. Even when corporations 

communicate based on a lack of clarity, they may damage themselves and the trust of 

stakeholders (Davenport & Leich, 2015). 

In those respects, this study proposes Hypothesis 1: 

H1: Corporate issue identification has a negative relationship with public skepticism of 

CSR practices. 

 The negative relationship between the strength of corporate issue identification and public 

skepticism of CSR can be moderated when publics accept corporations’ identities and values 

presented by their socially responsible activities. By taking a distinct stance on a controversial 

issue, a corporation may send a strong signal about its own identity. A corporation’s identity can 

be defined as its organizational characteristics that are presented to stakeholders (Balmer, 2001). 

The organization’s identity may help build its image and attract publics who are willing to share 

its values (Hatch & Schulz, 1997). Bhattacharya and Sen (2003) note that if a corporation 

discloses a distinctive and prestigious identity, consumers may perceive it as more attractive. 

Thus, CSA practices that have clear stances on social issues can act as identity signals. 

 Once publics notice a signal from a company and regard it as attractive, they might develop 

an emotional attachment to that firm. The concept of CCI represents the strong emotional 

attachment between companies and customers (Einwiller et al., 2006; Homburg, Wieseke, & 

Hoyer, 2009). When publics believe they have a similarity with a company or its symbolic 

meaning, they develop CCI (Tuškej, Golob, & Podnar, 2013), and they describe their self-images 

as similar to the corporation’s values, image, and norms (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003).  

Scholars also describe CCI as a favorable attitude toward a company, which can be 

positively related to corporate images. Given that people may have high levels of CCI with a 

company as a result of supporting its values, CCI may strengthen other types of attitudes toward 
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a company, including toward its reputation, trust, or commitment (Kim, 2014). Thus, this study 

expects that CCI from the perspective of corporate issue identification may reduce public 

skepticism toward CSR engagements. 

Therefore, this study proposes hypotheses 2 and 3: 

H2: Corporate issue identification has a positive relationship with consumer-company 

identification. 

H3: Consumer-company identification has a negative association with skepticism of CSR 

practices. 

Brand Trust and Brand Loyalty 

This study posits brand trust and brand loyalty as the ultimate outcomes of CSA activities 

with strong issue identification. Trust is defined as a level of confidence in a belief about an 

agent’s integrity (i.e., fair and just), dependability, and competence (i.e., having ability) (Hon & 

Grunig, 1999). Previous research suggests that publics’ impressions of a company’s CSR 

activities can develop brand trust, especially when publics involve or have interests in the social 

issues supported by the corporate activity (Pivato, Misani, & Tencati, 2008). As discussed 

earlier, this is because people tend to have positive images of companies that share their values 

and identities (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003). Thus, the perceived quality and genuineness of CSR 

activities, which reduce individuals’ skepticism about them, can be crucial in mediating the 

relationship between CSR practices and public trust (Kim, Hur, &Yeo, 2015). 

This study anticipated that a reduced skepticism toward corporate social engagements, 

which is caused by clear stances on issues, can develop brand loyalty as an antecedent of their 

financial outcomes, which are going beyond positive attitude. Brand loyalty can be regarded as a 

stronger and more complicated customer favorability, compared to other types of positive 

attitudes. Scholars have discussed brand loyalty with two different dimensions: attitudinal and 

purchase (Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001; Bandyopadhyay & Martell, 2007). Unlike attitudinal 

loyalty, which represents consumers’ favorable attitudes and general willingness to pay for a 

particular brand, purchase loyalty is constructed by purchasing behavior or specific purchase 

plans (Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001). He, Li, and Harris (2012) note that a brand with a more 

distinctive identity is advantageous in obtaining consumers’ attitudinal and behavioral support. 

Hence, this study expects that CSA activities may help cultivate brand-loyal consumers who are 

willing to repeatedly pay more for a brand because of some unique value in the brand that no 

alternative can provide (Jacoby & Kyner, 1973).  

In addition, consumer perceptions of CSR are an antecedent to corporate brand trust, 

which fully mediates the relationship between consumer perceptions of CSR and corporate 

reputation (Kim, Hur, &Yeo, 2015). Furthermore, scholars have used empirical evidence to 

suggest that brand trust can generate brand loyalty, which might be regarded as a more concrete 

and visible level of brand favorability than brand trust (e.g., Hong & Cho, 2014; Morgan & 

Hunt, 1994). 

In this respect, this study posited that: 

H4: CSR skepticism has negative associations with brand trust (H4a) and brand loyalty 

(H4b). 

H5: Brand trust has a positive relationship with brand loyalty. 
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Figure 1. Theoretical Model of This Study 

 

Methods 

 

Survey Procedure 

 

This study conducted an online survey via Qualtrics. The author recruited survey 

participants (N=960) through Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) with a cash incentive of $0.50 

for each person. Researchers have regarded survey data collected via MTurk as reliable in 

comparison to student sample data or panel data from professional marketing research companies 

(e.g., Kees, Berry, Burton, & Sheehan, 2017). Participants voluntarily signed up for this survey 

on MTurk and were guided to the survey link on Qualtrics. All participants were asked to agree 

with a consent form, before answering the main questionnaire. 

Once entered the main part of the survey, participants read introductions related to three 

CSA practices in which factual corporations engage. The instructions were designed to help 

participants understand the nature of CSA. Then, this study asked the participants to think of an 

actual company that engages in CSA practices. The participants were asked to write a company 

name and describe the sociopolitical issue(s) the company advocates briefly in separate text 

boxes. Participants who could not choice a company that practices CSA, they were asked to stop 

the survey.  

Sample Profile 

A total of 960 adults in U.S. residential completed this survey. The average age of the 

participants was 35.67 years old, ranging from 18 to 99 (SD =11.83). Of the participants, 56% 

were females, and 74.5% were Whites.  30.7% of participants had an annual household income 

of $50,000 - $79,999.  92.1% of participants had college experiences. 

Measures 

Corporate Issue Identification. This study measured individuals’ perception of how 

clearly a company identify a societal-political issue it advocates, in the context of CSA.  This 

study modified previous items in measuring issue identification from McGarty et al. (2007): 

“This company defines itself as a supporter of the issue,” “This company is confident that the 

political / social option it has chosen is the best,” “This company is confident that it is a real 

supporter of the political / social issue,” and “This company is confident that being a supporter of 

the political / social issue it advocates really reflects its ideas” (Cronbach’s α=.92, M=5.66, 

SD=1.31 ). 
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Consumer-Company Identification. This study adopted five items to measure 

individuals’ level of CCI perception, borrowing from previous studies (Kim, 2017; Mael & 

Ashforth, 1992; Pe´rez & Rodriguez del Bosque, 2015). Participants were asked to identify to 

what extent they agree with each item, thinking of the company they selected. The items were “I 

strongly identify with this company,” “This company fits my personality,” “I like saying that I 

am a customer of this company,” “I feel closely linked to this company,” and “I have a strong 

feeling of membership to this company” (Cronbach’s α= .94, M=4.43, SD= 1.61). 

CSR Skepticism was measured by seven items adopted from previous research. Of the 

items developed by Rim and Kim (2016), this study selectively adopted items from the CSR 

skepticism toward altruism (i.e., “I am quite confident this companies’ activity will have desired 

effects to make things better for society,” “ this company has been honest in conveying the 

reasons for CSR initiatives,” “this company has been honest in stating its objectives for CSR 

initiatives,” “this company does CSR activities because it truly cares about the public,” “this 

company, which is doing CSR activities, has a genuine concern for the welfare of its customers,” 

“this company, which is doing CSR activities, cares about providing better environment to its 

customers,” and ”this company does CSR activities because it is morally right things to do.”). All 

items were reversed coded (Cronbach’s α=.56, M=3.07, SD=1.50). 

Brand Trust. This study measured brand trust based on the items Hon and Grunig 

(1999) suggested. Eight items were borrowed and , such as “this brand treats consumers fairly 

and justly,” “whenever this brand makes an important decision, I know it will be concerned 

about consumers,” this brand can be relied on to keep its promises,” “I believe that this brand 

takes the opinions of consumers into account when making decisions,” “I feel very confident 

about this brand’s skills,” “this brand has the ability to accomplish what it says it will do,” 

“sound principles seem to guide this brand’s behavior,” and “this brand does not mislead 

consumers.” (Cronbach’s α= .96, M=5.05, SD= 1.38). 

Brand Loyalty. As suggested in the literature review section, this study investigated two 

types of brand loyalty: attitudinal loyalty and purchase loyalty. Measurement items were 

borrowed from previous studies and revised for the context of this study (Chaudhuri &amp; 

Holbrook, 2001; Laroche et al., 2012; Richard, 2013). Attitudinal Loyalty were “I am committed 

to this brand,” “I would be willing to pay a higher price for this brand over other brands,” “I 

consider myself to be loyal to the brand,” “I am willing to pay more for this brand,” “I tend to 

use this brand habitually,” “I will recommend this brand to other people,” and “ I will continue to 

browse the products of this brand” (Cronbach’s α= .95, M=4.53, SD= 1.62). Purchase Loyalty 

were included the five items: “I will buy these brands the next time I buy clothes or underwear,” 

“I intend to keep purchasing these brands,” “If the brand is not available at the store, I would buy 

the same brand from some other store,” “I would consider purchasing from these brands in the 

next three months,” and “I would consider purchasing from these brands in the next year for this 

purchase” (Cronbach’s α= .94, M=4.86, SD= 1.56)  

All main variables were measured using a seven-point Likert scale (i.e., 1:  Strongly 

Disagree – 7: Strongly Agree).  

Control variables. Based on the additional literature review and the results of the 

preliminary tests, this study adopted eight control variables: age, gender (1=Man, 0=others), race 

(1=White (non-Hispanic), income, education, CSA familiarity, and previous attitude toward the 

company. This study also conducted a series of hierarchical linear regression analyses to 

examine how demographic and other control variables may influence the relationships between 

the measured variables in the hypothetical model. Results of the analyses revealed the significant 
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predictors for perceptions of corporation’s issue identification on CSR skepticism, CCI, brand 

trust, attitudinal loyalty, and purchase loyalty. 

Data Analysis 

 

Employing a two-step Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) with the AMOS 24.0 

program, this study analyzed the survey data. This study tested the second-order measurement 

model in measuring the brand loyalty with two sub-dimensions, following the prior theoretical 

conceptualizations of the constructs. The final SEM model was tested, adding control variables 

(i.e., demographics, previous attitude toward the company, and CSA familiarity). 

 Confirmatory Factor Analysis: Measurement Model Test. Confirmatory factor analysis 

(CFA) confirmed the conceptual structures of the main variables (i.e., corporate issue 

identification, CSR skepticism, CCI, brand trust, attitudinal loyalty, and purchase loyalty) in 

accordance with previous literature formed a second-order construct with their respective 

underlying first-order factors. Most indicators of the CFA model suggested larger than .05 

loading. The model demonstrated acceptable data-model fit (comparative fit index CFI=.96, 

TLI=.94, NFI=.95, IFI=.956; root mean square error of approximation 

RMSEA=.057(90%CI[.054, .059], χ2=2297.79, df = 565, χ2 /df = 3.84,  N = 960). According to 

Hu and Bentler (1999), researchers can evaluate a SEM model fit as good when at least two 

criteria showed acceptable level of model fit index (i.e., CFI ≥ .95, IFI ≥ .90, NFI ≥ .90, TLI ≥ 

.90, RMSEA ≤ .06). 

 

Results 

To test the proposed hypotheses, this study performed SEM. Control variables (i.e., CSA 

familiarity, previous brand attitude, and demographics (i.e., age, education, income, race, and 

gender)) were included to the final structure equation model, in addition to the main variables 

tested in CFA. The hypothesized structural model also achieved a good fit with the data: 

CFI=.94, TLI=.93, NFI=.92, IFI=.94 RMSEA=.058 (90%CI[.056, .061], χ2=3125.19, df=731, χ2 

/df = 4.28, N=960).  

 

Figure 2. The hypothesized structural model with standardized path coefficients. 

Note. CFI=.94, TLI=.93, NFI=.92, IFI=.94 RMSEA=.058 (90%CI[.056, .061]), χ2=3125.19, 

df=731, χ2 /df = 4.28, n=960. CI: Bias-corrected 95% bootstrapped confidence interval (CI) 

based on 5,000 resamples. . *p<.05, ***p<.001. CSA familiarity, previous brand attitude, and 

demographics (i.e., age, education, income, race, and gender)) were controlled. 
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Hypothesis 1 posited a negative relationship between corporate issue identification and 

public skepticism of CSR. The result shows that corporate issue identification has a statistically 

significant negative relationship with public skepticism of CSR practices (β = -.24, p < .001). 

Hypothesis 2 expected that corporate issue identification has a positive relationship with 

public-company identification. As seen in Figure 2, the result confirms a significantly positive 

association between corporate issue identification and consumer- company identification (β 

= .70, p < .05).  

Hypothesis 3 claimed that consumer- company identification will be negatively 

associated with public skepticism of CSR practices. The outcome suggests that consumer- 

company identification is significantly connected to CSR skepticism (β = -.64, p < .001). 

This study predicted that CSR skepticism will be negatively related to publics’ brand 

trust (H4a) and brand loyalty (H4b). As seen in Figure 2, the paths from the CSR skepticism to 

brand trust (β = -.57, p < .001) and brand loyalty (β = -.16, p < .001) yielded significant negative 

path coefficients.  

In line with Hypothesis 5, this study predicted the positive relationship between brand 

trust and brand loyalty. The results of this study show a significant path from brand trust to brand 

loyalty (β = .55, p < .001). 

Therefore, all hypotheses posited in this study were supported by the results. 

 

Discussion 

 This study investigated the effects of CSA in reducing CSR skepticism. It also investigated 

the mediating role of CSR skepticism between CSA engagements and quality relationships with 

publics. In doing so, based on signaling theory, this study suggests a holistic model that 

demonstrates the relationships among corporate issue identification, CSR skepticism, company-

customer identification, brand trust, and brand loyalty.  

 As previous research shows, publics tend to doubt corporations’ motives and sincerity when 

they volunteer to participate in socially responsible activities (Skarmeas & Leonidou, 2013). 

Wang and Anderson (2011) have shown that people are more likely to evaluate CSR messages 

negatively if they perceive the arguments of the message as being unclear. The results of this 

study were consistent with these researches, supporting the expectation that corporate issue 

identification and CSA activities may be connected a lower level of CSR skepticism.  

 Considering how a corporation’s definitive stance on a social issue can mitigate publics’ 

skeptical attitudes toward that company’s CSR activities, this study focused on the role of CCI as 

a mediator between the posited paths. The results of this study show that people are more likely 

to identify with a company’s identity when they believe that corporation discloses clear 

messages in its CSA activities. In addition, the results suggest that when people accept a 

corporate identity, they tend to be less skeptical toward the corporation’s non-market activities. 

The results match the findings of previous research that shows consumers may have strong 

emotional attachments to companies that they perceive as similar to themselves (Einwiller et al., 

2006; Homburg, Wieseke, & Hoyer, 2009). In this regard, CCI may be transferred to other types 

of positive attitudes toward a company, such as trust and reputation (Kim, 2014).  

 Along these lines, Kim et al. (2015) claim that the perceived quality and genuineness of CSR 

may reduce individuals’ skeptic perceptions, regulating brand trust. Therefore, this study 

explored the effects of mitigated public skepticism toward CSR activities. The results of this 

study show that people who are less skeptical toward a company’s non-market activities are 

more likely to trust that corporate brand and become loyal customers of that company. 
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Considering that brand loyalty includes individuals’ favorable attitudes toward a company as 

well as their repeated purchasing behavior (Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001; Bandyopadhyay & 

Martell, 2007), the effects of reduced CSR skepticism need to be highly regarded by public 

relations practitioners. 

 Taken together, the findings of this study confirm the mediating effects of CSR skepticism 

between the relationship corporate social engagement and public attitude towards the brand (i.e., 

brand trust and loyalty). Drawing upon signaling theory, this study tested the effects of CSR in 

generating positive evaluations from publics. This study diagnosed the cause of CSR skepticism 

as the ambiguity of corporations’ stances within their CSR practices, which send low and unclear 

signals. Thus, by measuring the effects of perceived CSR message clarity and CSA practices, 

this study suggests how messages can be effective signals in the operation of non-market 

activities.   

Although this study launched with a claim that the traditional CSR activities have limited 

effects because of their ambiguous natures, the results confirm the effects of CSR in generating 

positive attitudes and financial outcomes. To do so, this study asserts that corporations can have 

their intended outcomes with CSR practices by taking a clear stance on social issues.  

 This study conducted an online survey to test the relationships among corporate issue 

identification, public company identification, CSR skepticism, brand trust, and brand loyalty. 

The survey data confirmed that there are positive or negative relationships among the variables, 

supporting all the hypotheses of this study. However, the survey data has limitations. It cannot 

confirm the effects of independent variables on the dependent variables. Therefore, future 

research needs to be carefully designed to test and confirm the effects of CSA on public 

skepticism and brand loyalty.  
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Abstract 

Celebrity endorsement reports positive outcomes for the organizations, especially when celebrity 

followers develop parasocial relationships with the celebrity. This experimental study examines 

the effects in credibility, attitude towards the brand and purchase intention when there are 

endorsement cessations motivated by different causes. 
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 While public relations is a discipline which especially focuses on the management of 

relationships of organizations with their publics, some strategies are used across disciplines. For 

example, celebrity endorsement is used in public relations, but also in marketing and advertising. 

It is considered beneficial for the organization since endorsement increases the attention the 

organization and its products receive among publics (Chung & Cho, 2017). 

 Today, social media and the Internet are widely used by organizations, because of the broad 

reach of these channels, as well as because of the affordability and availability of social media. 

In relation with endorsers, social media are positive for the organizations, since these channels 

are great to showcase the organization’s products without using advertising. 

 Celebrities often use social media to promote their own work, to update their followers 

about their activities, and to communicate with fans. Other than promote their own work, if 

celebrities are endorsers, they will mention the organization they endorse or showcase the 

organization’s products. 

 Getting back to the communication with fans, social media enables the interaction between 

fans and celebrity. The possibility of real communication triggers parasocial relationships, 

producing fans engaging in relationships which produce the same effects for them as face-to-face 

relationships (Horton & Wohl, 1956). 

 Despite of the benefits of celebrity endorsement, these deals finish, sometimes because of 

the natural end of the contract, sometimes because of an abrupt break-up. This papers aims to 

measure the effects of publics’ credibility, attitude towards the brand and purchase intention 

when there are endorsement cessations motivated by different causes. 

Literature review 

Parasocial relationships 

Schiappa, Allen & Gregg (2007) define parasocial relationship as “the perception of a 

television viewer of a relationship with someone know through the media” (p. 302). These 

authors studied parasocial relationships of people with television anchors, measuring their 

affection towards the television personalities, as well as their attraction, among others. Hiwever, 

parasocial relationships go beyond television personalities or fiction characters. 

Because of the spread of the Internet, audiences can access to more content about 

celebrities of all kind (not only television stars, but sports players, singers ,…) and also keep 

track of their lives through social media, augmenting the amount of parasocial relationships that 

happen with non-television stars. 

 It is important to differentiate between parasocial interaction and parasocial relationship. 

Although both are narrowly tied together, they are distinct concepts. “Parasocial interaction 

refers to a faux sense of mutual awareness that can only occur during viewing. In contrast, 

parasocial relationship refers to a longer-term association that may begin to develop during 

viewing, but also extends beyond the media exposure situation” (Dibble et al., 2016, p. 25). 

 Parasocial relationships report similar outcomes to face-to-face relationships. The media 

celebrities happen to be perfect friends, non- critical and dependable (Horton & Wohl, 1956). In 

order to develop the relationship, more than an interaction is needed. To be able to develop such 

relationship more than a single encounter is needed, therefore requiring the attention of the non-

famous counterpart and his or her media consumption. The more media publics consume, the 

more familiar they get with the celebrities – knowing their motivations and personalities, 

understanding them (Perse & Rubin, 1989). Relationships develop when the behavior of the 

other part becomes predictable, since the uncertainty has been predicted. Publics also tend to 

compare their reactions to those of the celebrity, recognizing some kind of behavior replection..  
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 Not surprisingly, the development of parasocial relationships is linked to high exposure to 

media. In opposition to parasocial interactions, relationships require a perdurance of the 

relationship outside of the viewing time (Rubin, Perse & Powell, 1985). For this reason, the 

length of acquaintance is not related to parasocial interactions, however, it is to relationships.  

 In order to develop thos kind of relationship with their publics or followers, the celebrity 

needs to create an appearance of intimacy (Horton & Wohl, 1956). Social media enhances the 

appearance of reality and intimacy, since celebrities constantly connect with their audiences by 

posting pictures of their daily lives, commenting issues, or even interacting with audiences. 

Celebrity endorsement 

A celebrity endorser is “anyone who enjoys public recognition and who uses this 

recognition on behalf of a consumer good by appearing with it in an advertisement” (McCraken, 

1989, p. 310). There are several reasons behind the development of endorsement deals with 

celebrities, such as increasing the attention of consumers (Chung & Cho, 2017; Escalas & 

Bettman, 2017), attracting publics, the transference of positive traits that celebrities show to the 

brand (Chung & Cho, 2017), and credibility when the celebrity is related to the same field the 

organization is involved with (Escalas & Bettman, 2017). For example, a tennis player like 

Rafael Nadal can be sponsoring sportswear, enhancing the brand’s credibility since he knows 

about sports.  

Social media plays a role in celebrity endorsement, since it creates an illusion of direct 

communication between celebrity and their followers and general public. While the promotional 

message has its space within the celebrity social media page or profile, the celebrity often shares 

non-promotional messages, making this the perfect environment to target the celebrity fans in a 

space they are used to, related to a person they like and even trust. 

The use of celebrity endorsers is common in marketing, advertising and public relations. 

Celebrity endorsement use in these fields strategies increases E-word of mouth, purchase 

intention and attitude towards the brand (Um, 2016). Previous research linked to social media 

reincide in attitude towards the brand, purchase intention and include credibility (Ballantine & 

Au Yeung, 2015), which would also make sense in the case of endorsements, since the trust to 

the artist is transferred to the endorsed organization. 

Types of break-up 

 As mentioned earlier, there is plenty of research conducted about celebrity endorsement and 

parasocial relationships, but there is a gap when it comes to the endorsement break-up. However, 

it is important to mention that not all types of break-up are the same. One possible case is the 

natural finishing of the contract, in which nor of the parts are blamed by publics. But there are 

also instances in which break-ups are not natural, and the endorsement is cancelled before the 

ending of the actual deal. This could be the example of the golfist Tiger Woods. 

. While Tiger Woods is considered a golf expert, and has several deals with golf related 

brands (Derdenger, 2018), Woods lost endorsement deals after his extra-marital activities 

scandal (Knittel & Stango, 2014). The brands or firms value were affected by their endorser 

scandal, as well as the organizational reputation. For this reason, several companies decided to 

cancel their deals with Woods. Examples of the cessation of the contract included Tag Heuer and 

Nike among others. 

 The culpability on the celebrity or the organization side, as well as the motivation (some sort 

of crisis or just economic and work-related issues) can affect the outcomes of the celibrty 

endorsement in break-up situations in terms of attitude towards the brand, credibility and 

purchase intention. Then, several research questions, regarding effects on attitude towards the 
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brand, credibility, and purchase intention arise: 

 

RQ1: Will the attitude towards the brand differ among publics with different levels of parasocial 

relationships with a celebrity when comparing different types of endorsement deal cessation? 

RQ2: Will the credibility of the organization differ among publics with different levels of 

parasocial relationships with a celebrity when comparing different types of endorsement deal 

cessation? 

RQ3: Will the purchase intention of the organizations’ products differ among publics with 

different levels of parasocial relationships with a celebrity when comparing different types of 

endorsement deal cessation? 

 

 

Methods 

Participants 

 A total of 425 participants were recruited to complete the study, however, because of missing 

information, a total of 25 cases were deleted. A total of 400 participants completed the 

experiment. The sample showed 61.3% (N=245) males, 38% (N=152) females and 0.8% (N=3) 

non binary participants. Ethnicity wise, a 78.5% of the sample (N=314) were white, 7.5% (N=30) 

Asian, 7.3% (N=29) African American, 4.3% (N=17) Latin American, 1.8% (N=7) Native 

American, 0.3% (N=1) Pacific Islander, 0.3% (N=1) belonged to other race and 0.3% (N=1) did 

not report ethnicity. 

Procedure 

Participants were recruited through Amazon Mechanical Turk. MTurk is more 

representative than United States Colleges and convenience sample, and closer to general United 

States population. 

Participants first completed a questionnaire that measured their parasocial relationships 

with a celebrity of the participants’ choice. The ability of the participants to choose a celebrity 

rather than imposing a celebrity to answer the questionnaire about enables the possibility of 

finding participants with high parasocial relationships. 

After that, participants were randomly assigned to one of the five possible conditions: 

natural cessation, abrupt cessation with motivation initiated by the celebrity, abrupt cessation 

with no motivation initiated by the celebrity, abrupt cessation with motivation initiated by the 

organization, and abrupt cessation with no motivation initiated by the organization. After reading 

the scenario all participants answered questions that measured credibility, attitude towards the 

brand, purchase intention about the fictitious organization they have read about. Finally, there 

was a battery of demographic questions. 

Design 

 The study uses a 3 (level of PSR) x5 (type of break-up) in between subjects experiment. 

Since natural cessation happens without an initiator, there is a total of 5 conditions. Every 

participant will be randomly assigned to one of the 5 conditions, and they will receive the 

message of the condition they were assigned to. 

 The message is a hypothetical situation in which participants are told a story about their 

celebrity of choice having an endorsement contact with a body gel brand. This product was 

chosen because all publics can use soap despite of their gender, age, and social status; and 

personal likes and choices are not as specific as those in food related products or others. Then, 

the scenario will be different for each condition. In the case of natural cessation, the text 
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explained that the deal came to an end and neither of the parts had desire to renew the deal. In 

the case of the abrupt cessation without motivation, either the brand for brand initiated end of the 

contract or the celebrity for celebrity initiated end of the contract abruptly decided to end the 

deal. In the cases were the abrupt cessation is motivated, the case included an accusation of 

violence in a night club produced by the celebrity which resulted in an organization initiated 

break –up, or a case in which the organization disseminated fake information about the celebrity, 

in which the celebrity initiated the break-up.  

Instrument  

PSR (Parasocial Relationship) was measured using the PSI scale by Rubin et al (1985). 

As Dibble et al. (2016) explain, the scale is a better marker of relationship rather than interaction, 

since it measures the attitude towards the media persona. There were a total of 15 items for this 

scale (M=3.19, SD=.82, α=.91). Items included: celebrity makes the participant feel comfortable, 

the celebrity seems to understand the kind of things I want to know, I look forward to following 

the celebrity on their social media profiles. Responses were recorded using a 5 point likers scale 

that range from strongly disagree to strongly agree. 

Credibility. Participants answered a total of 6 items (M=3.25, SD=1.00, α=.93) from the 

organization-public relationship assessment (OPRA) measures for trust (Grunig & Grunig, 2001) 

by assessing their agreement or disagreement in a 5- point item scale. Trust is a deeper construct, 

credibility is more context specific (Budd, 2000). Organization trust and source credibility are 

operationalized in similar ways (Martin & Johnson, 2010), hence organizational trust scales can 

be used in context-specific situations and be considered credibility measures. This scale included 

the following aspects: if participants felt they have been treated fairly, concern of the 

organization about people, confidence about the organization’s skills, ability of the organization 

to accomplish what they say they will do, and if the organization can be relied on to keep its 

promises.  

Purchase intention. To measure purchase intention, participants had to read a scale of 

four items from Spears & Singh (2004). Four items (M=3.07 SD=.99 α=.81) surveyed the 

probability of purchasing the product and the existence of interest towards the brand’s product 

and probability of consumption. Each participant had to rate these statements on a 5-point Likert 

scale which went from agreement to disagreement. 

Attitudes towards the brand. Participants answered whether they agreed or disagreed in a 

5 point Likert scale with five items referring to attitude towards M=3.29, SD=1.03, α=.93) the 

brand retrieved from Spears and Singh (2004). Items include liking, finding the company 

appealing, considering that the organization’s actions are done for good among others, and 

considering if their opinions were favorable. 

Results 

  

 To answer the research questions of this paper, it was necessary to conduct ANOVA tests to 

test the interaction effects of parasocial relationship level and type of break for each of the 

dependent variables; credibility, purchase intention and attitude towards the brand. The first of 

the questions concerned attitude towards the brand. 

 RQ1 surveyed the attitude towards the brand differ among publics with different levels of 

parasocial relationships with a celebrity when comparing different types of endorsement deal 

cessation. An ANOVA test showed no significant difference for the interaction of type of break 

up and level of PSR (F(8, 375)=1.12, p=.34,  η2=.02, observed power =.52).  

 RQ2 questioned the credibility of the organization differ among publics with different levels 
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of parasocial relationships with a celebrity when comparing different types of endorsement deal 

cessation. Similarly, no significant differences were found regarding the interaction effect (F(8, 

375)=1.63, p=.11, η2=.03, observed power =.72). 

 Last, RQ3 researched the purchase intention of the organizations’ products differ among 

publics with different levels of parasocial relationships with a celebrity when comparing 

different types of endorsement deal cessation. As it happened for the other two dependent 

variables the interaction effect was not significant (F(8, 375)=1.77, p=.08, η2=.03, observed 

power =.76). 

 In spite of the lack of significance regarding these interactions, all main effects showed 

significant outcomes. Both type of break-up and involvement in the parasocial relationship habe 

effects in all three dependent variables. 

Discussion 

 The results to this research shows that both types of break-up and parasocial relationships 

have effects on the organizational outcomes, however these two aspects do not combine 

changing the possible outcome or effects for the organization.  

 In spite of the meaningful results regarding all these main effects, the interaction of levels of 

parasocial relationship and the type of break-ups showed no interaction. Further research is 

needed in order to fully understand the effects of endorsement break-ups. Other factors should be 

added in the model to be able to explain what are the causes of the organizational outcomes 

within the frame of endorsement break-ups, taking into account parasocial relationships, which 

has shown significant effects in attitude towards the organization, purchase intention and 

credibility.  One of the possible factors to add would include demographics, brand loyalty, and/ 

or parasocial relationship with the brand (Coombs & Holladay, 2015). 

 Even if the situation is negative (there is a celebrity endorsement break-up), publics who 

displayed higher parasocial relationships showed overall more positive reactions regarding 

attitude towards the organization, purchase intention and credibility. Since there is no interaction 

depending the type of break-up, this means that publics with higher parasocial relationships 

should be targeted, since their outcome effects are more positive, no matter the type of break-up. 

 However, types of break-up can have notorious effects, as shown in the results section. 

Organizations should be aware of the possible endorsement break-ups, and avoid motivated 

break-ups, as well as develop plans to overcome possible crisis generated by celebrity related 

scandals.  

 This research first introduced different categories of break-up, divided by motivation and 

initiator of the break-up. These categories showed significant differences for all of the outcomes.  
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Abstract 

This study extends the literature on social anchor theory (SAT) through an analysis of a case 

study: the response by NHL’s Golden Knights to the October 1, 2017 mass shooting at Mandalay 

Bay in Las Vegas. The project may help provide guidance for future responses to tragic events. 
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A little more than a week following the October 1, 2017 mass shooting at Mandalay Bay 

in Las Vegas, Nevada, the city’s new expansion National Hockey League (NHL) team hosted its 

first game. What was conceived as a celebratory event for a city enjoying the inaugural game of 

its first major professional sports franchise instead forced the fledgling franchise and the 

community in which it resided to grieve for those who perished. By providing this public sphere, 

the Las Vegas Golden Knights, even before playing a single game, became an institute for social 

solidarity.  

Oja, Wear, & Clopton (2018) wrote social institutions can provide community anchor 

points that “provide a mechanism through which members can connect cognitively (i.e., social 

identity) and relationally (i.e., social capital).” Finch (2016) used this approach to analyze the 

Boston Red Sox baseball franchise’s response to the 2011 Boston Marathon bombing. Similar 

studies have explored the role of sports after disasters both man-made (New York Mets 

following the 9/11 terrorist attacks) and acts of nature (New Orleans Saints following Hurricane 

Katrina) (Inoue & Havard, 2015). Brown (2004) wrote about the unique ability of sport to bring 

people together after a tragedy for it “often directly addresses the nation’s pain, inviting 

spectators to deal with their feelings from a number of perspectives” (p. 41). Whereas none of 

those professional sports organizations could have prepared for such horrific tragedies, they had 

one notable advantage over the Golden Knights in responding to their respective crises: 

longevity. The Saints, for example, organically filled the role of anchor following Hurricane 

Katrina by drawing on nearly 40 years of boosting social identity for New Orleans residents 

(Burns, 2014). With no such history to draw upon, the Golden Knights faced dual pressures of 

executing the first game and providing a social oasis from the fear, uncertainty and anger 

following the deadliest mass shooting in U.S. history to date. Local and national media 

responded favorably to the new franchise’s efforts (Allen, 2017; Carp 2017). The story followed 

the Golden Knights throughout a dream season in which the team became an unlikely contender, 

eventually making history as the first NHL expansion franchise to reach the Stanley Cup Finals 

(Rybaltowski, 2018).  

 The team’s unprecedented success alone would have provided ample material for the Golden 

Knights public relations efforts to make a notable first impression. Las Vegas had actively 

lobbied for a major league sports franchise for more than 20 years, but the leagues had been 

hesitant to extend into what was the only geographic area in the United States that allowed 

betting on single game outcomes of sporting events (Belson & Mather, 2017). Fearing negative 

association with the proximity to sports gambling, for decades Las Vegas watched as other cities 

claimed expansion or relocated professional sports franchises (Rosen, 2016). In what was seen as 

a risky move the NHL awarded Las Vegas an expansion team in June 2016, and early in 2017 

the NFL announced that the NFL’s Oakland Raiders would relocate to Las Vegas in time for the 

2020 season (Belson & Mather). These major announcements preceded the Supreme Court of the 

United States striking down the federal ban on sports gambling in May 2018. Whereas, the 

professional sports leagues were softening their stances on their relationships with gambling, Las 

Vegas spied an opportunity to brand itself beyond its “Sin City” image, i.e. rebrand as a “major 

league city,” which can have extensive value beyond economics (Crompton, 2004; Cousens & 

Slack, 2005; Sparvero & Chalip, 2007). Indeed, a rebrand was necessary in the aftermath of the 

shooting, as the Las Vegas tourism board immediately postponed using its long-standing and 

well-established “What happens in Vegas Stays in Vegas” slogan (Cano, 2017). The core of Las 

Vegas tourism, casino hotels (Mandalay Bay), and high-profile entertainment (country music 

concert), was directly associated with the shooting, and immediately called into question how a 
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city that hosted nearly 43 million tourists in 2016 (Cano, 2017) would respond to a tragedy of 

this magnitude.  

The purpose of this study is to examine how the LVGK’s public communication reflected 

efforts to build social capital in the wake of the Mandalay Bay shooting. Conducting a content 

analysis of website news postings and social media posts by the Golden Knights public relation’s 

team will offer insight into the extent to which a new organization attempted to establish itself as 

a social institution. Examination of the text should reveal which dimensions of SAT the Golden 

Knights emphasized. Analysis of materials and methods could help inform future responses to 

tragic community events.  

Literature Review 

 Putnam (2000) laid the foundation for SAT when he conceptualized social capital as 

comprised of bonding and bridging. In his view, bonding social capital strengthened in-group 

ties whereas bridging social capital extended across demographic or other lines to form new 

networks. Kwon and Adler (2014) further noted that social capital’s effects stem from social 

relations that “can be differentiated (notionally) from relations of market exchange and of 

hierarchical authority” (p. 412). Thus, social capital as a concept attempts to capture intangible 

benefits for a community or group, and Putnam (2000) proposed that by doing so social capital 

could lower the “transaction costs” (p. 135) of everyday life. This is particularly advantageous 

following a disaster, and Kim et al., (2017) noted that “social capital is often viewed as a catalyst 

for generating community disaster relief” (p. 906). Seifried and Clopton (2013) theorized that 

social institutions could serve as an anchor point to formally and informally foster community 

development. Specifically, Seifried and Clopton (2013) argued that sport facilities could fill the 

role of social anchor “because they serve as significant points of identification and a tangible 

point of reference for the connection of thousands of groups and individuals to signify a unique 

and profound shared existence” (p. 52). Thus, social anchors strengthen bonding social capital 

and provide opportunities to build bridging social capital. Both types of social capital are needed 

for communities to educate, organize, and mobilize (Kavanaugh, Reese, Carroll, & Rosson, 

2005; Putnam, 2000).  

Bonding social capital 

 Kim, Nakanishi, Blackman, Freyens, and Benson (2017) describe bonding as a “primitive” 

(p. 902) form of social capital in that it derives from frequent interaction among members of a 

single, homogenous group. The result is a high level of trust and solidarity among group 

members which allows them to easily organize and mobilize (Putnam, 2000). Further, this trust 

is what “gets an individual through difficult times” (Clopton & Finch, 2011, p. 73). Kim et al. 

(2017) analyzed disaster recovery and found bonding most useful in the early stages of recovery. 

Putnam listed fraternal organizations, country clubs, and church-based women’s reading groups 

as examples. Another way these groups may form is through identification with a sports team. 

Clopton and Finch (2010) found sports team identification had a statistically significant influence 

on the construction of social capital, though they also noted that sports fandom had the potential 

to result in hyperbonding, which creates a divisive (i.e, anti-social) environment. Heere and 

James (2007) explained a crucial factor in the fan-team relationship by noting “team identity 

must be perceived as a mechanism for enhancing a salient external group identity” (p. 331). 

Thus, to serve as an effective social anchor, a sports team’s identity requires authentic 

association with the community.  

Bridging social capital 

 Whereas bonding social capital stems from interaction within a homogenous group, bridging 
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social capital arises from interactions between members of heterogeneous groups (Kim, et al., 

2017). These interactions generate broader linkages and new identities (Putnam, 2000). 

Specifically, sports facilities can provide an anchor point for these linkages to form, and thus 

move from bonding to bridging by giving groups and individuals an opportunity to form new 

identities (Seifried & Clopton, 2013). Identification with the sports team provides a “common 

point” (Clopton & Finch, 2011, p. 80) on which to interact that can extend beyond demographic 

barriers such as race or income. This is seemingly supported by a study from Wann, Hackathorn, 

and Sherman (2017) that found a relationship between sport fandom and team identification with 

an individual’s sense of belonging. A collaboration among individuals who may not have been 

part of a bonded group is necessary for a community to recover from a disaster, prompting many 

scholars to emphasize the importance of bridging in future-focused development (Clopton & 

Finch, 2011; Kim et al., 2017; Putnam, 2000).  

Social anchor theory 

Clopton and Finch (2011) contend that the idea of an institution existing as a social 

anchor was not an either/or proposition, rather the degree to which an institution serves as a 

social anchor varies based on context. Oja, Wear, and Clopton (2018) noted that “while social 

identities and networks can develop without these anchors, they – and overall community 

development – are only sustainable over the long-term with social anchors in place” (p. 261). 

These anchors provide a physical space for community members to interact, affirm existing 

identities, and form new ones, thus contributing to the creation of both bonding and bridging 

social capital. Clopton and Finch (2011) describe the ideal social anchor as “preserving the 

uniqueness of the community through a consistent marker of identification” (p. 74). The LVGK 

had not yet played a single official game when the new team was thrust into an unprecedented 

situation where a community in mourning needed a social anchor. Thus, this project posed four 

research questions.  

Research questions 

RQ1: To what extent did the LVGK public communication reflect elements of social anchor 

theory? 

RQ2: To what extent did the LVGK public communication reflect elements of bonding social 

capital? 

RQ3: To what extent did the LVGK public communication reflect elements of bridging social 

capital? 

RQ4: Are there differences in the communication strategies used on the LVGK website, Twitter, 

and Facebook accounts? 

Methodology 

A content analysis of the postings by the LVGK public relations staff on the 

organization’s website, Facebook, and Twitter pages was conducted. Postings for the 60 days 

following the October 1, 2017 event—from October 1, 2017 to November 30, 2017—were used 

for this project. In total, 100 articles or posts were studied: 32 unique posts on the “news” section 

of the LVGK website, 18 posts from the official LVGK Facebook page, and 50 posts (or tweets) 

from the official LVGK Twitter page included text and images referencing the October 1, 2017 

event. 

The team analyzed 100 postings using content analysis. The website news postings by the 

LVGK public relations operation were included if they contained any text, graphics, or photos 

referencing the October 1, 2017 shooting in the headline, cutline, full body of text, photos or 

thumbnails for videos (video content was not coded). Facebook and Twitter postings were also 
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included if they contained any reference to the event in question in the text, headline, graphics, 

photos, or video thumbnails.  

Bridging and bonding variables were coded. Bridging was coded using Putnam’s 

conceptualization of bridging social capital as extending across demographic or other relevant 

lines to form new networks. Bonding was coded using Putnam’s conceptualization of bonding 

social capital as strengthening in-group ties. The bonding variables reflect the in-group; i.e., Las 

Vegas—centric and reflected communities or networks that existed in the city prior to the 

shooting.  

To measure the bridging construct in this study, the team used the following three 

variables: first-person pronouns (coded as present or absent), community outreach and events 

that invite the public (coded by the type of event), and new or renewed identity (coded as 

reference to community identity and/or recovery). To measure the bonding construct, the team 

also used three variables: uniqueness of community (coded as references to victims, first 

responders, and acts of heroism), memorializing the victims (coded as references to specific 

events or memorials for Las Vegas residents), and perseverance (coded as references to the city 

of Las Vegas’s persevering, healing, or getting through in the present). Appendix A includes the 

codebook. 

Results 

The results of the content analysis indicate that initial communication between the LVGK 

and the public relied heavily on appeals to bonding social capital, i.e. attempts to strengthen 

existing in-group ties, through emphasizing the community’s character and by publicly 

memorializing victims and celebrating local heroes.  

Analyzing the contents, the team found a total of 266 references of social anchor theory 

in terms of bridging and bonding. The majority (185 of the 266) of the references were about 

bonding and 81 references were about bridging (see figure 1). 

 

 

 
 

 

 To measure bonding the team constructed an item combining three variables: uniqueness of 

the community, memorializing the victims and survivors, and perseverance. Figure 2 below 

185

81

Figure 1: Elements of Social 

Anchor Theory 

Bonding Bridging
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depicts the frequency of the reference to specific items of the construct. Similarly, the team 

measured bonding using another three-item construct; the variables were: first-person pronouns, 

community events, and new or renewed identity. Figure 3 shows the spread of references to the 

variables.  

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 A Chi-square test revealed that there was a significant difference across the medium in terms 

of bridging and bonding (x2= 9.73, df = 2, p < .01). One-way Chi-square tests also revealed 

significant differences across media within each variable: bridging (x2= 25.41, df = 2, p < .01) 

and bonding (x2= 31.44, df = 2, p < .01).  
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 Web FB Twitter Total 

Bonding 91 29 65 185 

Bridging 28 8 45 81 

Total 119 37 110 266 

x2= 9.73, df = 2, *p < .0077 

 

 

Discussion/Limitations 

This study extends the literature on social anchor theory by attempting to operationalize 

the concepts of bonding social capital and bridging social capital for content analysis. Future 

research could include audience-based studies to measure how strongly the LVGK are perceived 

as a social anchor. Additionally, future studies could do a comparison of the 2017 event and the 

response by the LVGK to those of other sports team where other man-made or act of nature 

tragedies occurred. 

This project has numerous limitations and opportunities for further study. As far as 

limitations are concerned, only 100 pieces of public relations content, released in the 60 days 

following the event, were part of the study. It is possible that the team missed posts or that the 

LVGK removed posts from either its news feed, Facebook page, or Twitter feed. Additionally, it 

is possible that certain limitations of theory or the team’s interpretation of the theory led to error. 

Intercoder reliability continues to be a concern with this project as some variables were more 

consistent that others after several rounds of coding by the team using various sampling 

techniques. 

Future studies could analyze media reports that included information and/or quotes from 

the LVGK public relations team in stories about the October 1, 2017 shooting. Also, the timeline 

for a study of this magnitude could be expanded to include more than 60 days of coverage. 

Additionally, studies could be conducted on other shootings and the response from various social 

anchoring organizations, such as professional or semi-pro sports teams. As the literature expands 

on this issue, it can help public relations operations prepare crisis communication plans and, if 

needed, implement them in the event of a tragedy, in order to unit a community. 
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Appendix A 

Golden Goals Codebook 

  

Website news articles: Code headline, cutline and full body of text from articles coded on LVGK 

website. 

Facebook/Twitter post: Code typed text and any text that appears in posted images. 

  

V1: Story number 

            1-100 

 

V2: Story platform 

            1 = Website news 

            2 = Facebook post 

            3 = Twitter post 

  

V3: Numbers of days AFTER event

Oct. 2 – 1 

Oct. 3 – 2 

Oct. 4 – 3 

Oct. 5 – 4 

Oct. 6 – 5 

Oct. 7 – 6 

Oct. 8 – 7 

Oct. 9 – 8 

Oct. 10 – 9 

Oct. 11 – 10 

Oct. 12 – 11 

Oct. 13 – 12 

Oct. 14 – 13 

Oct. 15 – 14 

Oct. 16 – 15 

Oct. 17 – 16 

Oct. 18 – 17 

Oct. 19 – 18 

Oct. 20 – 19 

Oct. 21 – 20 

Oct. 22 – 21 

Oct. 23 – 22 

Oct. 24 – 23 

Oct. 25 – 24 

Oct. 26 – 25 

Oct. 27 – 26 

Oct. 28 – 27 

Oct. 29 – 28 

Oct. 30 – 29 

Oct. 31 – 30 

Nov. 1 – 31 

Nov. 2 – 32 

Nov. 3 – 33 

Nov. 4 – 34 

Nov. 5 – 35 

Nov. 6 – 36 

Nov. 7 – 37 

Nov. 8 – 38 

Nov. 9 – 39 

Nov. 10 – 40 

Nov. 11 – 41 

Nov. 12 – 42 

Nov. 13 – 43 

Nov. 14 – 44 

Nov. 15 – 45 

Nov. 16 – 46 

Nov. 17 – 47 

Nov. 18 – 48 

Nov. 19 – 49 

Nov. 20 – 50 

Nov. 21 – 51 

Nov. 22 – 52 

Nov. 23 – 53 

Nov. 24 – 54 

Nov. 25 – 55 

Nov. 26 – 56 

Nov. 27 – 57 

Nov. 28 – 58 

Nov. 29 – 59 

Nov. 30 – 60 
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Bridging variables 

            Putnam conceptualized bridging social capital as extending across demographic or 

other lines to form new networks. Thus, these variables reflect language inclusive of all people. 

These variables describe a community that is looking to the future – where are they going or who 

do they want to be moving forward.  

  

V4/5: First-person pronouns 

            Coded only if the pronoun (we/us/our) appears within the context of the shooting. 

Thus, a first-person pronoun used to describe an upcoming game (e.g., “We are playing the New 

York Rangers at 7 p.m.”) would NOT be coded. However, references to the organization or a 

pronoun lifted from a quote that reflects a nod to the community-at-large (e.g., “We are saddened 

by these events”) would be coded.  

            V4 = “0” not present/“1” present 

V5 = count number of relevant pronouns 

  

V6: Community outreach and events that invite the public (NOT games) 

            All events sponsored or promoted by the LVGK that invite the public (NOT games). 

Note: Code all that apply in the order they appear the story or social media post. 

            1 = invitations to public for fundraising 

2 = community appearances by LVGK players or other personnel (coaches, mascot), or 

by other member of the National Hockey League 

            3 = other 

  

V7: New/renewed identity 

            References to the creation of a new identity or new relationships, forged across 

existing demographic (or other) lines. Future-focused.  

 Note: Code all the apply in the order they appear the story or social media post. 

           1 = references to community recovery that results in a new community identity 

           2 = #StrongerTogether 

           3 = recognition of gestures by other teams 

           4 = other 

 

Bonding variables 

            Putnam conceptualized bonding social capital as strengthening in-group ties. Thus, 

these variables reflect the in-group; i.e., Las Vegas—centric. These are communities or networks 

that existed prior to the shooting and therefore suggest that because these pre-existing 

qualities/networks, the in-group will persevere.  

  

V8: Uniqueness of community 

            References to victims, responders, or unlikely acts of heroism that imply a positive 

reflection of the community. References to specific events or memorials should not be coded 

here.  

            1 = reference to victims/victims’ families/“those affected” 

            2 = reference to first responders 

            3 = reference to specific acts of heroism (shielding victims, going above & beyond) 

4 = reference to blood donations that have already occurred  
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5 = #VegasBorn or “Vegas Born”  

            6 = other 

  

V9: Memorializing the victims 

            Includes references to specific events or memorials for LV residents (individuals). 

These references reflect efforts to strengthen in-group ties through explicit displays of honoring 

individuals. Invitations to the public for future events should NOT be coded here; they should be 

coded in Variable 5.  

            1 = reference to moment of silence or “honoring the victims” 

            2 = reference to donations by LVGK  

            3 = reference to recognition of first responders/heroes 

 4 = reference to ongoing memorials (e.g., “honor them throughout the year”) 

            5 = other 

  

V10: Perseverance 

            Putnam noted strong in-group ties allow a community to “get by” during difficult 

times. References to the city persevering, healing, or getting through in the present should be 

coded here.  

            1 = reference to collective healing/coming together 

            2 = reference to LV character (resilience, perseverance) 

3 = reference to grieving (mourning, condolences, thoughts & prayers) 

            4 = #VegasStrong or “Vegas Strong” 

5 = other 
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Abstract 

Although scholarship has made strides to understand diverse publics, little research has explored 

low-income publics. The purpose of this study was to explore how organizations foster dialogue 

with low-income publics via digital and mobile media. Findings suggest that PR efforts must be 

clear, authentic, and care-based while facilitating community partnerships. 
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Among the diverse stakeholders every organization must recognize, low-income publics 

(individuals earning less than $18,210 in taxable income per year) (www.ed.gov), remain 

especially marginalized. A 2015 report by the Institute for Women’s Policy Research, for 

example, found that Hurricane Katrina recovery efforts and policies largely ignored low-income 

African-American Women (Henrici, Childers & Shaw, 2015). Moreover, the lack of broadband 

Internet access may still isolate low-income publics, whereas mobile technologies may better 

empower low-income publics in regard to public relations messaging (e.g. Smith, 2013). Public 

relations efforts can no longer afford to ignore this large, complex, and important public: The 

number of individuals living in poverty in the U.S. has increased since 2009 to 15% of the 

nation’s population or 47 million people (usccb.org).  

 Although scholarship has made great strides to understand public relations efforts from the 

perspectives of diverse publics, little, if any, research has been conducted to understand the 

engagement needs of low-income publics. Only have Collins and Zoch (2001) investigated the 

most effective methods for engaging low-income individuals. In their study regarding adult 

education public relations efforts, the authors found that traditional forms of mass media and the 

Internet are not as effective at reaching low-income individuals as interpersonal sources, such as 

friends or family. Therefore, nearly two decades after Collins and Zoch (2001) explored low-

income communication techniques, the purpose of this study is to revitalize understanding of 

dialogic, mobile and social media implications for public relations efforts with low-income 

publics in order to best meet their complex and evolving engagement needs. 

Literature 

Given the influx of social and mobile media, yet their potential for isolating marginalized 

communities (Kennedy & Sommerfeld, 2015), it is necessary to re-evaluate the means of 

utilizing technology to engage and cultivate mutually beneficial relationships with low-income 

publics. Dialogic theory of public relations (e.g. Botan, 1997; Kent & Taylor, 2002; Pearson, 

1989) and scholarship addressing dialogic communication via mobile and social technologies 

(e.g. Avidar, Ariel, Malka & Levy, 2015; Kent, 2013; Lee & VanDyke, 2015; Reitz, 2012; 

Rybalko & Seltzer, 2010) offer a strong theoretical and practical base on which to explore this 

issue. Dialogue is defined as an orientation to engagement that prioritizes sharing, mutual 

understanding, ethical duty, and co-creation of meaning among individuals (Kent & Taylor, 

2002; Paquette, Sommerfeldt & Kent, 2015; Pearson, 1989; Taylor & Kent, 2014). It is the 

product of hard-earned trust (Taylor & Kent, 2014) and consistent communication (Kent & 

Taylor, 1998). Five features comprise dialogue in PR contexts, including “mutuality, or the 

recognition of organization–public relationships; propinquity, or the temporality and spontaneity 

of interactions with publics; empathy, or the supportiveness and confirmation of public goals and 

interests; risk, or the willingness to interact with individuals and publics on their own terms; and 

finally, commitment, or the extent to which an organization gives itself over to dialogue, 

interpretation, and understanding in its interactions with publics” (Kent & Taylor, 2002, pp. 24-

25). Regarding low-income publics, dialogue is beneficial because it fosters trusting and 

supportive communication, engages all individuals as equals (Kent & Taylor, 2002), and 

promotes working together for the good of a community (Taylor & Kent, 2014, p. 391). 

Digital and mobile technologies have been touted for their ability to facilitate dialogue 

and create mutually beneficial relationships between organizations and publics (Avidar, Ariel, 

Malka & Levy, 2015; Bortree & Seltzer, 2009; Kent & Taylor, 1998; Men, Tsai, Chen, Ji, 2018; 

Reitz, 2012). Such relationships were initially thought to be cultivated using five types of 

dialogic behavior: a dialogic loop, which allows for the process of query and response between 
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organizations and publics; usefulness of information, which ensures that valuable and 

trustworthy information is conveyed to publics; generation of return visits, which enables 

individuals opportunities to return for engaging and updated information; intuitiveness or ease of 

interface, which enables individuals to find information easily and quickly; and conservation of 

visitors, which engages individuals as respected and valued ends in themselves (Kent & Taylor, 

1998, pp. 326-329). Later, Bortree and Seltzer (2009), studying advocacy organizations, 

suggested that organizations can more actively cultivate dialogic engagement via frequent 

postings, questions, and comments. Most recently, Men, Tsai, Chen, and Ji (2018) found that 

social media may help organizational leaders engage publics via dialogic principles not only 

using Kent & Taylor’s (1998) dialogic features, but also by cultivating a social presence via 

interpersonal conversations based on genuineness, humanity, intimacy, and personality.  

Scholars have cautioned, however, that social or mobile media have been utilized too 

often as a one-way informative or broadcast tool (Lee & VanDyke, 2015; Men, Tsai, Chen & Ji, 

2018; Taylor & Kent, 2014) or as a promotional or sales tool to reach stakeholders rather than a 

means to foster true dialogic and communitarian principles (Avidar, Ariel, Malika & Levy, 2015; 

Kent, 2013). Lee and VanDyke’s (2015) study regarding social media use by governmental and 

science agencies, for example, found that such organizations are utilizing social media as a form 

of broadcast media (p. 538). Likewise, Men, Tsai, Chen, and Ji (2018) found that organizational 

chief executives utilized social media as a one-way informative tool to post news updates, links 

to information, or opinion pieces instead of a means engage in interpersonal dialogue.  

Especially forgotten by organizational public relations efforts are publics who, by basis 

of ability, level of education, or housing or income status, face constraints engaging via primarily 

mobile- or social media-based methods of communication. Gonzales (2016), citing Pew 

Research Center (2014), for example, warned that nearly a quarter of households earning less 

than $30,000 per year lack Internet access and must rely on intermittent and infrequent access to 

online technology at libraries or community centers. Despite access issues, mobile phone texting 

features were found to provide informational, self-esteem, networking, and emotional support to 

low-income publics (Gonzales, 2016). Nonetheless, social and mobile media may not offer the 

dialogic engagement needed by low-income publics who may face complex needs, such as 

eviction, food insecurity, or inability to pay utilities. Face to face communication between 

organizations and low-income publics is often preferred, as it promotes the likelihood that 

communication will be received, understood, and respected (Shafrir & Yuan, 2012). Regardless 

of communication technology or method, organizations should strive to engage publics with a 

dialogic orientation that emphasizes a moral duty to respect others and a commitment to valuing 

the perspectives of marginalized publics (Paquette, Sommerfeldt & Kent, 2015).  

  From the literature regarding social and mobile media and dialogic public relations, one 

research questions guided the study: RQ: How do organizations use digital and mobile media to 

foster dialogue with low-income publics?  

Method 

A qualitative method guided this study, as it was appropriate for understanding the lived 

experiences of participants and to determine how meanings and practices regarding low-income 

publics are formed (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 12).  

Sampling and Recruitment  

 Upon receiving institutional ethics board (IRB) approval for all aspects of the study, public 

relations professionals representing diverse organizations serving low-income publics were 

recruited via purposive and snowball sampling methods. First, an e-mail recruitment letter was 
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sent purposively to practitioners representing diverse organization types and expertise. Then, a 

snowball sampling method was utilized, as early interviewees then recommended additional 

public relations practitioners to receive a recruitment e-mail for participation in the study. 

Sampling and recruitment ended after a “saturation point” was achieved (common responses or 

themes began to emerge among participants) (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 145).  

 The resulting sample of participants included 35 East Coast and Midwestern public relations 

professionals representing agency (5), corporate (5), government (4), and non-profit (21) work 

environments. Twenty-two women and 13 men participated in the study. The majority of 

participants (20) represented held the most senior- or executive-level position responsible for 

communications within their organization, such as Director of Communications, Director of 

Marketing and Public Relations, or Executive Director.  The remainder (15) represented mid-

level communications professionals who oversaw the public relations functions within their 

organizations, such as account executive, media relations coordinator, or public relations and 

social media specialist. Many participants’ titles incorporated the words “communications,” 

“social media,” or “marketing;” however, these participants were asked to participate because 

they represented the point-person for public relations work at their respective organizations.   

Procedure 

 Interviews were guided by a 10-question interview protocol featuring rapport-building, 

broad, and open-ended questions of a pre-determined order, as well as probes and follow-ups 

(Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 13). Interview questions were derived from extant literature regarding 

dialogic communication, public relations, and intersectionality (i.e. Kent & Taylor, 1998, 2002; 

Vardeman-Winter & Tindall, 2010). Rapport-building questions, such as "What do you like best 

about social and mobile media?" were first used acquaint the participant to the researcher and the 

interview process. Next, open-ended questions were asked, such as, “How are the needs of low-

income publics factored in to the public relations and social media work you do?” “What 

communications techniques are most commonly used to engage low-income publics?” "How are 

social and mobile media used to engage in dialogue with low-income publics at [organization 

name]?" Probes and follow-up questions, such as "Why?" "How?" or "Please give me an 

example of…" were used to encourage participants to offer explanation or elaborate upon their 

initial responses. Interviews were audiotaped, conducted face-to-face or via telephone ( when 

geographic location or schedule dictated such), and ranged in length from 30 to 100 minutes.   

Data Analysis 

 Interviews were transcribed fully and analyzed for patterns and themes using a thematic 

analysis approach (Boyatzis, 1998). First, the researcher read each transcript line-by-line 

multiple times to identify themes and patterns. Second, a list of codes was created to represent 

each emerging theme or pattern. Next, themes were then assigned corresponding codes applying 

to the research question. During the analysis and coding process, the researcher remained 

mindful of how personal biases could have an effect on how the data was interpreted.  

Findings 

 Six themes emerged from the analysis of the interview transcripts, suggesting that dialogue 

is fostered with low-income publics via social media partnerships, mobile-first engagement, 

mobile phone application use, acknowledgement of digital divides, incorporation of face to face 

and telephone engagement, and empathetic consideration of (unknown) identities. Evidence for 

each theme is presented below.  

The Power of Social Media Partnerships  

Participants perceived that partnerships on social media maximized dialogue with and 
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spread information among low-income publics. Online partnerships were especially important 

for nonprofits that operated with little funding to support external or internal communications. 

For example, partnerships among 211.org / The United Way, social services organizations, local 

churches, and food banks (via tagging, cross-posting) are used to identify, inform, and engage 

low-income individuals on social platforms to ensure that a range of needs are being met.  

 Practitioners illustrated the power of a strong network for identifying the needs of low-

income individuals and engaging them with appropriate information and support. Cora, a director 

of a regional food bank, spoke to the value of partnerships and social media for effectively and 

economically engaging low-income publics. “In order to make sure people know that we exist, 

we have made efforts to partner with other social service organizations. So, that’s sort of how 

we’ve gotten our face out there. I will say Facebook has been really amazing at this.” Likewise, 

Maggie, the director of PR and marketing for a science non-profit, spoke to the value of social 

media for engaging low-income publics, which were often “discreet” or difficult to identify:  

I think there's a lot of power in nonprofits partnering together... Because I think 

it's sometimes it's a discreet audience… and you want to be, we want to be 

inclusive… So, we always try to make sure that we're representing diversity on 

our pages and in our advertising… I think the best way to do that is sort of 

connecting with others and using the power of the social media as a whole.  

Further discussion with participants revealed nuances regarding the importance of 

partnerships for cultivating trust among low-income publics on social media and beyond. 

Martha, a senior director of marketing and development for a community action non-profit, 

spoke to the value of online partnerships in fostering a sense of trust. She explained:  

I try to share online posts from our partner agencies on a regular basis. I think that 

helps with trust of our partners, but also reminding people that we’re part of this 

larger community of service to them and that they can trust us that we’re working 

in partnership with these other organizations. It's unlikely that people who need 

our services don't necessarily know our organization, but if by some chance they 

don't, or if they're already working with one of our partner organizations and see 

that we're working alongside them, I hope that would ensure their trust as well. 

Importantly, however, Gus, the vice president of development for a homeless services 

organization, cautioned that some low-income or homeless individuals do not have the means to 

engage via social or mobile media and must be contacted via interpersonal networks. Gus 

explained the importance of “community resource officers” for dialogue in urban communities:  

They know everybody, good and bad, and they know who’s connected to who. 

You know, if you’re with them and there’s a call for, we’re looking for John 

Jones, he’ll pick up the radio and say his aunt lives at 955 [Name] Street, check 

there. So again that network, that community… And the guy that I’m thinking of 

is well respected in the community.  He’s a cop, but he’s a friend. 

Mobile-First Approach for Low-Income Engagement 

Additionally, participants touted a “mobile-first” approach to engaging low-income 

publics via mobile apps, text messaging, and direct messaging functions, as it was assumed that 

most low-income individuals have a State-issued mobile device. Cora, the director of the 

regional food bank, explained her rationale for going mobile-first and the importance of a mobile 

device for low-income publics’ information access and management.  

Almost everyone has a cell phone. Some of them call it a State Phone or Obama 

Phone…so far as these phones have internet access, they can access information 
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about us. If they’re using 211 on their phones, they can find information about us, 

they can get our number, and they can call us quickly. Once a year we do proof of 

income and expenses for all of the people that use our food bank. And often times 

they’ll show me things on their phone because paper is disappearing.  

Similarly, Susan, director of public relations for a religious organization, explained the 

importance of a mobile-first approach, as it can serve to engage secondary / family networks of 

those with mobile access.  She explained, “We want to include everybody. Even in segments 

that you would consider not well-off, you still find though that they know the value of the 

phone…So, even in low-income constituencies, you still find that mobile phones are important. 

They'll have access to it, even if it's one per family. And then, I find that word of mouth is 

invaluable, because that one person will certainly share with the rest of their family members.” 

Participants acknowledged ease of access and immediacy of responsiveness as benefits of 

mobile-first engagement with low-income publics. Sarah, the director of public relations and 

marketing for the international charitable organization, explained how mobile phones serve as 

primary means through which low-income or homeless individuals contact and initiate dialogue 

with them. She shared, “We do get quite a few people, that will contact the Facebook pages. And 

direct message ‘Hey I need assistance with holiday toys. Or I’m living out of my car, where can I 

get help?’ Some people don’t even have a car and they’re just looking for a coat to wear. But 

they have a phone. So, they’re able to contact us that way.” Additionally, Sarah explained the 

importance of mobile communication for immediate responsiveness during crises, such as 

hurricane response work in Haiti and Puerto Rico. She said, “When I’m working a disaster, I 

have three mobile phones…You know someone’s asking for assistance and we’ll get a 

notification at eleven o’clock at night. And now you respond to that person.” Also touting the 

safety, ease, and immediacy of information of mobile technology, Mark, a director of 

communications for a state environmental agency explained his preference for a mobile-first 

approach to engage citizens with safety or outages information, “From a safety perspective, I ask 

how can we make things easier for folks and how can we educate?  So we have a mobile app.”  

Dialogic Potential of Mobile Apps 

As evidenced by participants’ comments thus far, true instances of interpersonal dialogue 

with low-income individuals on social or mobile media were rarely described. Instead, mobile 

and social media were viewed as a means to identify low-income individuals, a tool to distribute 

information, or a means for low-income individuals to access information.  However, interviews 

with two participants demonstrated how civic engagement mobile applications may empower 

diverse publics, including low-income individuals, and facilitate (albeit asynchronous) dialogue 

between citizens and government agencies or social service providers.  Regarding the mobile-

first approach to low-income inclusive dialogue Steve, the director of marketing for the civic 

engagement app SeeClickFix explained:  

We try to make everything as accessible as possible to the greatest number of 

citizens. So, even if you’re low income, you may not have a computer at home. 

You may not have internet at home. Most likely you have a smart phone. 

Describing the dialogic engagement cultivated by civic engagement mobile apps – particularly a 

dialogic loop - Steve explained:  

One of the really important parts of this is that when an issue gets reported, the 

citizen gets acknowledgement that the issue has been received. Right? So, instead 

of kind of shouting out to the darkness about things, it’s really productive. 

Because the city, they acknowledge these requests. And they can also add 
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comments to it…And the city might reply back and say, ‘thanks so much for 

reporting that. We’ll be taking care of that three months from now in June.’ And it 

remains open until it’s resolved…So, it’s really a part of this ongoing dialogue.  

Ultimately, Steve illustrated how he believes apps such as SeeClickFix strive to facilitate a 

shared sense of partnership, dialogue, and empowerment among citizens and organizations: 

[The app] plays a role in engaging… and saying hey we’re doing a good job 

together. There was a sanitation worker that was saying how great the application 

was because it made it easier to do his job. And then citizens, on the other end of 

it, they’re talking to their town manager and elected officials about how yes, they 

do feel much more empowered and engaged with the city.  

Will, a researcher and mobile communications expert for a legal services non-profit, also 

acknowledged the empowerment and dialogic potential of his organization’s social services 

assistance app for low-income and homeless individuals. However, he acknowledged the 

importance for developers to consider access and usability issues of low-income and homeless 

communities when creating and implementing a mobile app. He explained:  

We know there are so many who have flip phones and can’t open the app up on 

our phones. We made sure that it is a phone portal that enables them to call in and 

then everything is done on the database and the cloud. It’s important to recognize 

digital divides. Having an app to download and having to train people to use it - 

you will not have the users.  Usability and user design are key. When we thought 

through best practices in developing this platform, we wanted to make sure that 

users can provide as much information as comfortable, but in the most convenient 

way. 

Acknowledging Technological Divides 

When discussing mobile-first approaches to engaging low-income publics, however, 

participants were quick to acknowledge their understanding of technological divides regarding 

mobile and social media access or ability. Bob, a director of communications for a state 

government agency, shared, “When we put together anything that’s got a component of going 

online, we’re always concerned about the people who don’t have access…it’s become more of a 

deeper divide…And you have this gulf, this deep gulf of whether they be lower income, whether 

they be senior citizens who have no ability to navigate online, or those who have a weakened 

ability to know how to navigate online. That’s a concern.”  Thus, participants described using an 

array of digital, mobile, print, and face-to-face communications techniques in order to best 

engage and foster dialogue with diverse audiences. Ethan, a digital marketing director for a 

science-based non-profit, described the array his organization uses to address technological 

divides and engagement preferences, explaining:  

There is a digital divide where people don’t have mobile devices or they’re not 

really on social media. And so, overall, the way that we address that is to have a 

good marketing mix. You know, we’ll have billboards still. We’ll have 

commercials. We’ll have brochures at local libraries. So, we address that by 

having a strong mix of different things where people are able to find information 

and connect with us anyway that they can. The local library is a really good way 

to connect with people with very low accessibility to technology. 

Face-to-Face and Landline Dialogic Engagement 

 Despite the benefits of a mobile-first or mixed approach to engaging low-income 

publics, participants described how face-to-face and traditional forms of communication 
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supported more “organic” and personalized dialogic engagement (often in coordination with 

mobile and social technology). For example, Vivien, the director of marketing and 

communications for a regional YMCA, touted the strong engagement achieved via face-to-face 

communication.  She shared, “social media will never, however, replace face to face, because 

that relationship may start in social media, but it's truly built by somebody looking, you know, 

each other in the eye, or truly connecting in some other way.” Similarly, Ellen, the marketing and 

communications manager of a state health network, explained the importance of face-to-face 

with, “More than engagement on mobile, we do community outreach that serves the low-income 

population. We have a mobile health van that’s stationed at a church and they are never wanting 

for patients to come there. So, I guess it’s a little more organic for that population.” David, a 

public relations specialist for an international charitable agency, explained how social media 

assists with making an initial contact, but face-to-face engagement facilitates more personal 

dialogue tailored to low-income individuals’ needs. He explained: 

If somebody comes to us on one of our Facebook pages, and they’re asking for 

food or holiday assistance, I don’t just usually give them the contact phone 

number or the email address. I’ll tell them, ‘Hey it’s located here. They’re open at 

this time, go talk with somebody!’ Because sometimes when you meet with 

somebody, you actually learn how much more they could offer you. I don’t want 

to always feel like you’re this anonymous person behind a keyboard. It gives it 

more of a personal touch like that. And, I’m sure they would be surprised how 

much more they may actually be offered… 

In addition to face-to-face communication, participants described the access and 

personalization offered by landline telephone engagement. Cora, the food bank director 

illustrated particularly well the importance of landline engagement, especially for elderly low-

income individuals:  

I know my [online] messages probably won’t reach them. Because they aren’t on 

the computer. They don’t have a smart phone. They do have a landline. So, that’s 

why I have a long-winded message on our machine. So, that folks that can’t look 

us up quickly on Facebook and don’t have a computer can get at least the basic 

information. So, I am very tied to our answering machine, because I don’t want 

those people to feel cut off who don’t have access to social media and a computer. 

Unknown Identities 

Participants, especially those working on behalf of homeless low-income publics, 

cautioned that dialogue occurs inconsistently, often with those whose identities are in 

flux – or with those who feel embarrassment or shame regarding their status. In his article 

regarding social media technologies and dialogic assumptions, Kent (2013) asserted that 

“all participants’ identities must be known to the other participants. Dialogue is not 

conducted with anonymous parties, but with human beings who have names and faces” 

(p. 341).  Gus, the development director for a homeless organization, cautioned, 

however, “These people are in the wind…They park their cars somewhere else and then 

where do they go?  And cell phones are typically, you know, they’re throwaway phones.  

So it isn’t like you go and find them. They show up with their stuff in a plastic bag and if 

you have the room and they fit the profile, you take them.”  Gus, like many participants, 

implored for citizens and communicators to utilize empathy as they engage in dialogue 

with low-income and homeless publics: 
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It’s a world that people don’t understand.  I mean you don’t understand the 

meaning of wants and needs until you’ve really seen this and when you’re 

middle-class and understand that then it really opens your eyes.  That convertible 

that you thought you needed suddenly becomes irrelevant.   

Discussion 

 The purpose of this study was to explore how organizations foster dialogic engagement 

with low-income individuals via mobile and social media. Public relations professionals can no 

longer afford to ignore this large, complex, and important public, but must remain sensitive to 

access- and ability-based implications of still-existent digital divides.  Analysis of interview 

data from 35 communications professionals suggest that potential for mobile and social 

engagement with low-income publics exists via online partnerships and networks, mobile-first 

approaches to engagement, mobile applications that enforce mutuality and dialogic loop (Kent & 

Taylor, 1998), continued recognition of digital divides, face-to-face dialogic engagement, 

empathetic understanding and dialogue.  

Theoretical and Practical Implications  

This study offers implications regarding dialogic theory, social and mobile media, and 

engagement with low-income publics. Findings indicate that some theoretical components of 

dialogic theory (Kent & Taylor, 1998; Kent & Taylor, 2002) are being considered by 

organizations when engaging low-income publics via social and mobile media. These include the 

principles of mutuality (viewing low-income individuals as equals), empathy (engaging in 

supportive communication), risk (understanding the complex identity- and access-related issues 

pertaining to dialogue with low-income publics), commitment (demonstrating willingness to 

communicate with low-income publics via all necessary means possible), usefulness of 

information, and dialogic loop. Complementing previous research (Collins & Zoch, 2001; Lee & 

VanDyke, 2015; Men, Tsai, Chen & Ji, 2018; Taylor & Kent, 2014), findings suggest, however, 

that organizations are utilizing mobile and social media as a one-way tool to engage low-income 

publics. Whereas positive and ethical intents to engagement were described by interviewees, 

responses indicated an assumption that social and mobile technologies were ultimately a means 

to identify and contact low-income individuals or distribute information to them. Phrases most 

used by participants describing mobile and social engagement were “finding information” and 

“accessing information.” Although communication is occurring between low-income individuals 

and organizations, findings suggest that meaningful or authentic dialogue is occurring face to 

face or by telephone after initial contacts are made via social or mobile media.  

Additionally, findings indicate that mobile and social technologies supported mainly 

asynchronous or threaded dialogue with low-income individuals – via mobile messaging or web 

applications. Practitioners should be mindful that asynchronous and threaded dialogue does not 

facilitate timely or personalized exchange of ideas (Kent, 2013) and could especially hinder low-

income individuals who are seeking immediate counsel from organizations such as social 

services or governmental agencies. 

This study suggests that concepts of dialogic loop, mutuality, and empathy (Kent & 

Taylor, 1998, 2002) are especially important for engaging low-income individuals in the spirit of 

equality and freedom from ridicule or contempt. As some low-income individuals may have 

limited access to mobile and social technologies or feel hesitant disclosing their low-income 

status, communicators must increasingly “walk in their shoes” (Kent & Taylor, 2002) and 

facilitate dialogue by creating spaces for dialogue that emphasize empathy and supportiveness. 

Findings suggest that in some cases, anonymous dialogue will occur (Kent & Taylor, 2002) with 
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those individuals who are “In the wind” (as Gus described). These circumstances tap into 

elements of risk (Kent & Taylor, 2002) that occur with dialogue. Public relations professionals 

must take risks to be inclusive, empathetic, and willing to engage in dialogue with those who fear 

disclosing facets of their identity (such as eviction / housing status or income status). Such 

evidence contradicts previous research suggesting that dialogue must not be anonymous (Kent, 

2013). As Ellen, the health network communicator explained, it’s important to ensure that 

dialogue remains “organic.” Communicators should attempt to engage low-income publics 

wherever they are. It is imperative that communicators still purposefully utilize a diverse mix of 

traditional (landline, face to face) engagement strategies in addition to social, mobile, and digital 

tactics to best facilitate accessible and respectful dialogue with low-income publics. 

 Additionally, findings emphasize the importance of cultivating ethical (Paquette, 

Sommerfeldt, & Kent, 2015) and social presence-based (Men, Tsai, Chen, Ji, 2018) dialogue 

based on humility, trust, and respect with individuals as ends in themselves. Practitioners must 

prioritize the respectful engagement with the individual – not the technology used to do so. If 

developed with usability, access, an empathy in mind, mobile and social technologies can 

continue to provide a space for low-income (and all) individuals to forge trusting relationships, 

voice their needs, and feel a sense of empowerment through reciprocal communication. Trusting 

dialogue may be further improved by developing social media messaging to represent all facets 

of diversity and show explicit inclusion and support for low-income publics.  

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

 Although this study provides insights into social and mobile engagement with low-income 

individuals, limitations exist. This exploratory, qualitative study is not generalizable to the public 

relations industry at large. Differing interview lengths or formats may have affected interview 

dynamics.  Future research should examine the partnership and networking implications for 

dialogue on social media, particularly with regard to establishment of trust and demonstration of 

commitment to the low-income community at large. Strengthened partnerships with 

governmental and social services agencies, sociologists, and data scientists can further support 

public relations professionals as they engage in respectful dialogue with this diverse, complex 

public. 
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Abstract 

Due to digitalization and globalization, multinational groups and organizations face new 

challenges, most of them notably also in their internal communication. Evaluating and 

interpreting internal communications is one of the major challenges for communication 

professionals, especially with regard to social media use for internal communication What has 

previously been a major matter of interest for external communication is now becoming relevant 

for internal communications. As different studies have shown, emotionality and attitude are 

success factors for social media communications.  

This study focuses on a multinational tourism group. It evaluates and interprets the group's 

internal communication, paying special attention to the use of emotionality and attitude within the 

organization.  
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Introduction 

 

Internal communication is one of the fastest growing fields in public relations (cf. Verčič 

et al., 2012). Due to digitalization and globalization multinational groups and organizations face 

new challenges. most notably in their internal communication. When dealing with these 

challenges, it is important to identify factors of success. With this goal in mind, a multinational 

tourism organization has been examined. The organization employs some ten thousands of people 

and has a revenue figures in the tens of billions. 

As multinational organizations have employees all around the globe, they have to deal with 

a variety of different characteristics within their workforce. Therefore, especially in the tourism 

section, different cultures have to be taken into consideration. But how do different cultures affect 

the manner of communicating? It can be expected that cultures differ in their communication style 

and therefore have to be addressed differently. For multinational organizations, it is therefore of 

considerable interest to discover success factors for each culture and country as well as to identify 

similarities. As a result, communication professionals will be empowered to operate effectively 

and use their resources efficiently. In addition to these tasks, other new challenges for 

communication professionals have arisen. Social media applications for internal communication 

are one example. Besides these challenges, social media applications such as a social intranet also 

provide opportunities to improve internal communications (cf. Mast, 2016). The purpose of the 

study is therefore to collect quantitative data relating to the emotionality and attitudes towards 

internal communication in the tourism section. 

 

Literature Review 

Before taking a look at recent studies into internal communications, the term has to be 

defined. Internal communication refers to the planned and systematic use of “communication 

actions to influence the knowledge, attitude and behavior of the employees” (Fitzpatrick & 

Valskov, 2014). In addition, we need to determine what makes internal communication successful. 

Success factors for internal communications “rely on appropriate measures” (Welch, 2012), as 

different cultures aim for different communication usage. Therefore, the importance of balancing 

the global with the local is even greater (Wakefield, 2001). The purpose of internal 

communications is even more important, as it can be used to inform the workforce or to 

communicate a complex change topic. Furthermore, it is necessary to know the media preferences 

of the workforce (cf. Welch, 2012).  

Numerous studies deal with internal communication. However, this paper prioritizes 

studies focusing on the tourism sector. Hociung (2011) for example, conducted research into the 

quality of communication within tourism organizations. Special focus is given to satisfaction of 

employees within travel agencies, hotels and other organizations in the field. Hociung’s research 

focuses more on the penetration of key messages within tourism organizations and tries to evaluate 

the success. Thitthongkam et al. (2010) conducted research focusing on the effect of clear and 

appropriate language in internal and external communication in the tourism industry. This study 

focuses more on the differences in internal communication in the tourism section. with special 

attention to the emotionality and attitude.  

As has been identified for external communication, emotionality and attitude are core 

elements of successful communication in social media (cf. Sievert & Scholz, 2017). Accordingly, 

the same question has to be answered. for internal communications in an international context, 

given that new instruments such as social media applications pose additional challenges for 
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communication professionals. What has previously been a major topic for external communication 

is now becoming a matter of interest for internal communication (cf. Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan, 

2014).  

The organization which forms the research object of this study uses various social media 

applications for their internal communication. Differences and preferences in the way of 

communicating for each subsidiary as well as for the organization’s core also have to be identified. 

The predominant research questions deal with which tools and formats are used by whom and how 

this affects the emotionality and attitude of the internal communication. So far, there has been no 

study that combines the evaluation and interpretation of the impact of emotionality and attitude in 

the tourism section with special focus on the usage of social media applications in internal 

communications.  

 

Methodology 

Content analyses are mostly performed quantitatively, because they examine large amounts 

of text to gain a comprehensive insight into a situation. Moreover, the entire content of the analyzed 

subjects is not examined, but only elements that fit the research question. In the qualitative 

implementation of the content analysis, on the other hand, small amounts of text are to be examined 

with regard to all aspects, in order to grasp the subject of investigation in all its complexity. The 

qualitative content analysis can be regarded as an evaluation process "which (...) holistically 

analyses the individual case in its full authenticity and finally formulates findings" (QUASUS, 

2017). 

To optimally answer the research questions and cover a complex matter with many units 

of analysis, the content analysis of the organization's internal communication used here was 

created as a hybrid of qualitative and quantitative analysis. It captures formal, contextual and 

linguistic attributes and links them with features such as emotionality and attitude of 

communication. Most of the population in content analysis includes elements of mass media 

coverage (Brosius, Haas, Koschel, 2008). For the content analysis presented in this text, the basic 

population can be seen as internal communication media and content of the multinational 

organization. Feature carriers are written, visual, audiovisual and multimedia contributions in the 

internal communication channels of company.  

The internal communication channels which have been analyzed were the three most 

important channels named by the communications officers of each subsidiary. In total, seven 

internal communication channels (Intranet, Extranet, Newsletter, Groups on LinkedIn, Monthly 

Meetings, Crew-Portal, Media Center) within seven subsidiaries and the corporate center of the 

multinational tourism group were analyzed.  

The data was evaluated by means of coding with the survey instrument codebook. The 

specifically developed codebook consists of five different categories. The five categories are 

general information, structure, formats, content and interactivity. In total, there are 55 variables 

with which the various feature carriers were examined. 

The first category deals with general information. This comprises data dealing with the title 

of publication, the business unit to which it belongs, as well as the language used. 

Structural features refer to, for example, the origin of the examination unit, the date of 

publication or the occurrence of pictures and videos as well. The next category contains formats, 

where special attention is given to the manner of multimediality and the chosen text form, if texts 

occur.  
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The category that examines the content has been subdivided. On the one hand, the analysis 

focuses on the topics mentioned within the exam units. On the other hand, the analysis focuses in 

detail on the emotionality and the general mood in the style of writing within the examined units. 

Another major focus area of this study was the chosen addressing for each subsidiary.  

Interactivity as a major feature of social media applications has been captured in the last 

category. In the last category the study examines whether the function “commenting” was 

available and how often it was used. Furthermore, if possible, the amount of views for each 

examination was evaluated. 

Within the above-mentioned channels, 3,262 postings were recorded. The original postings 

were published between January 1st, 2017 and December 31st, 2017. Within the basic population, 

444 postings were chosen by a stratified random sample. As a different number of postings were 

provided by each subsidiary, the stratified random sample was used separately for each subsidiary. 

Using a random number generator, the first twenty postings of different subsidiaries were selected 

to perform the content analysis and examine intercoder reliability. 

After intercoder reliability was confirmed, the random sample of 444 postings was 

analyzed. The collected data was then analyzed using SPSS for basic frequencies, descriptive and 

correlative connections. 

 

Selected hypotheses 

 

For this study seven hypotheses were formulated. These hypotheses aim to answer the 

question of how the subsidiaries differ in their internal communication and how this affects the 

way that attitude and emotionality are transported. The seven hypotheses are as follows: 

 

H1: All company units communicate in a positive manner internally. 

H2: The greater the multimediality of the contents, the greater the level of emotionality 

that can be found. 

H3: Contents referring to the overall development of the company are viewed more often. 

H4: The bigger the size of the company unit, the more impersonal the form of address.  

H5: If the audience is addressed more personally, the level of interaction in terms of 

“Likes” increases. 

H6: The smaller the size of the company unit, the more frequent the occurrence of 

emotional topics. 

H7: With a higher level of content emotionality, the interaction rate also increases. 

 

To test the above-mentioned hypotheses, a significance test was executed via SPSS. For 

this purpose, the level of significance was evaluated with Cramer-V. 

Figure 1: Overview of analyzed postings for each channel and each subsidiary 
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Before examining the hypotheses, an overview (Figure 1) of the collected data for each 

subsidiary and the corporate unit is given. The French subsidiary is a special case due to a lack of 

data provided as well as the special character of the data provided.  

Figure 2: H1 All company units communicate in a positive manner internally. 

 
n= 444; Cramer-V= 0,265 / Significance = 0,000 

The first hypothesis proposed that all postings in the business units and the corporate center 

communicate in a positive manner. Figure 2 shows that all company units communicate in a 

positive manner, especially the Nordic subsidiary as well as the corporate center. Both have a share 

of more than 80% in positive or very positive tonality. As mentioned above, France is special due 

to the data provided. Therefore, the hypothesis can be confirmed. 

Figure 3: H2 The greater the multimediality of the contents, the greater the level of 

emotionality that can be found. 



 

 

405 

 
n= 444; Cramer-V= 0,133 / Significance= 0,119 

It has been assumed that multimedia elements perform better in terms of transporting 

emotionality. As figure 3 shows, written and visual content have the highest share of the 

characteristic value No Emotionality. The characteristic values Very strong and Strong 

Emotionality mainly refer to postings using only two multimedia elements. As posts using three 

media elements show a smaller share of those characteristic values. the hypothesis cannot be 

confirmed entirely. The level of significance also shows a weak correlation between the number 

of multimedia elements and the emotionality conveyed. 

Figure 4: H3 Contents referring to the overall development of the company are viewed 

more often. 

 
n= 444; Cramer-V= 0,190 / Significance = 0,147 

A further assumption was that content referring to general corporate development is viewed 

more often than offer topics. As can been seen in figure 4, the most viewed topics are Culture & 

Value and Strategy topics. Both characteristic values are viewed more than 3,000 times. Culture 

& Value has a higher degree due to smaller number of characteristics. Strategy topics in general 

are viewed less if one looks at the compiled amount of views. With a Cramer-V of 0,190 the 

correlation between topics and the amount of views is at a relatively low level. In conclusion, the 
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hypothesis has to be denied. Topics referring to the corporate development are not viewed more 

often. Nevertheless, with 104 characteristic values, the corporate development has the highest 

share among all characteristic values.   

Figure 5: H4 The bigger the size of the company unit, the more impersonal the form of 

address 

 
n=444; Cramer-V= 0,380 / Significance= 0,000 

It also has been assumed that the size of the company unit affects the form of address, 

namely that the smaller the business unit or subsidiary, the more personal the form of address. The 

subsidiary DS has the largest share of personal address. With 5,000 employees, it is one of the 

bigger business units. In addition, the Dutch subsidiary with only 2,800 employees shows a large 

amount of no address. 47.1% of the postings in the Netherlands contained no address. France is 

again an anomaly due to the data provided. With a Cramer-V of 0,380, the correlation between the 

form of address and the size of the business unit is moderate.  

Figure 6: H5 If the audience is addressed more personally, the level of interaction in terms 

of “Likes” increases. 

 
n= 278; Cramer-V= 0,244 / Significance= 0,001 
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The next hypothesis examines how the attitude of communicating in terms of addressing 

affects the interaction within internal communication channels. Some of the channels showed no 

possibility of interaction. Only 278 of the postings have therefore been taken into consideration. 

In general, it can be said that engagement in this special case of “Likes” can be achieved by 

personal addresses. Impersonal address on the other hand shrinks the chance of engagement in 

terms of “Likes” compared to other forms of address. Thus, the hypothesis can be partly confirmed. 

With a Cramer-V of 0,244 the correlation between the form of address and the engagement in 

terms of likes is weak.  

Figure 7: H6 The smaller the size of the company unit, the more frequent the occurrence 

of emotional topics  

 
n= 444; Cramer-V= 0,265 / Significance= 0,000 

 

Again, taking into account the size of the company unit, this research examines the effect 

on emotionality within the subsidiaries and the corporate section. It was expected that smaller 

business units would show a higher degree of emotionality. As figure 7 shows, it is particularly 

bigger business units such as Germany or the UK/I that show characteristics of Very Strong 

Emotionality. Smaller business units, especially Switzerland (50%), have a high degree of No 

Emotionality.  

Figure 8: H7 With a higher level of content emotionality, the interaction rate also 

increases  



 

 

408 

 
n= 278; Cramer-V= 0,173 / Significance=0,104 

As already mentioned for H5, not all of the analyzed channels contained the opportunity for 

interaction. 278 were again taken into consideration. Figure 8 shows that mainly Moderate 

Emotionality (n=104) occurs in the posts. This characteristic value can be found mainly with 1 to 

20 “Likes” or none. Strong (n=35) or even Very Strong Emotionality (n=7) rarely occurs. Again 

the hypothesis can neither be fully confirmed nor be fully denied. With a Cramer-V of 0,173 the 

correlation between “Likes” and the emotionality is rather weak. 

 

Implications 

The results of the study showed that there are major differences between the subsidiaries 

regarding their manner of communicating internally. Besides this, some similarities, such as 

communicating general statements positively, are hard to formulate. As an organization which is 

interested in an integrated communication approach, there are still some recommendations that 

can be formulated. 

 

1. As already observed with external social media usage, emotionality plays a decisive role 

in communication. As this study shows, emotion in internal communication is best 

conveyed through the use of various media elements such as a combination of video and 

text. As a consequence, successful communication should therefore be built around a 

greater mixture of different media elements. 

2. In addition, conclusions can be drawn regarding the form of address. Especially in the 

field of interaction, personal address is very important. The more personal the language, 

the more likely it is to generate increased interaction on the part of the workforce. This 

statement applies regardless of the size of the respective business unit. However, as the 

results show, there are differences between the respective business units. It can be 

assumed that the culture of the respective countries also plays a role in the way in which 

people address one another. 

3. Generally speaking, there are some differences that cannot be explained unequivocally by 

size or other parameters. Therefore, it is still imperative for communication professionals 
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to know each business unit precisely enough to effectively and efficiently disseminate the 

company's messages. 
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Abstract 

Based on earlier studies, even if the use of social media is constantly growing, organizations do 

not systematically utilize the full potential of digital interactivity: one-way communication is still 

more popular than listening or dialogue online. This theoretical paper summarizes earlier 

findings identifying gaps and opportunities for further research in social media listening. 
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In social media channels, there are several potential forums for organizations to listen and 

engage, but often communication remains one-way – “megaphone marketing and 

communication”. Valentini and Kruckeberg (2012) claim that social media does not exist without 

users and suggest that collaboration is the key “mantra” in public relations in social media 

environments. Online organizational listening is not yet widely studied (e.g. Crawford, 2009; 

Dreher, 2009; Macnamara, 2018; Maben& Gearhart, 2018) despite the fact that social media is 

today often regarded as a main communication channel to reach customers and stakeholders by 

organizations.  

Moe & Schweidel (2017) see social media as a window into to the minds of customers 

because social media enables extensive volume of conversations. Organizations can learn much 

from their customers and customer knowledge can help organizations to make important 

decisions (Moe & Schweidel, 2017). Social media also gives customers an opportunity to 

interact with other customers and influence others opinions. From organizations point of view 

this is significant because customers can communicate behalf or against them (Sashi, 2012).  

In fact, organizations have been argued to lack a strategic approach in systematically 

listening to online conversations. Challenges in organizational listening include the identification 

of the right arenas, the right issues, as well as the fast pace of responses needed (Brandel, 2010). 

Moreover, organizational time limits or business hours may prohibit listening, as dialogic 

communication cannot occur if organizations are not available for quality communication 

(Callison & Seltzer, 2010; Kent, Taylor, & White, 2003; Seltzer & Mitrook, 2006).   

Ideally social media is about enabling a dialogue with stakeholders (Kent & Lane, 2017; 

Theunissen, 2015). It has been suggested that dialogue between an organization and customers 

increase customer engagement, and especially in social media, studies reinforce the view on the 

importance of the dialogue in keeping their users engaged (Ji, Li, North & Liu, 2017; Rybalko & 

Seltzer, 2010). In social media, the purpose of organizations is often to engage stakeholders, 

develop their relationships and also manage their reputation (Wang, Kim, Xiao, Jung, 2016). By 

introducing interactivity; both listening and dialogue online, organizations may develop, 

maintain and enhance their relationships with the key stakeholders (Kent & Lane, 2017; 

Macnamara, 2018; Theunissen & Wan Noordin, 2012). However, recent studies have discovered 

that organizations are not deploying dialogic communication as well as they could in online 

environment (e.g Watkins, 2017), and organizations hesitate to use dialogue in their online 

channels (Huang & Yang, 2015; Bortree & Seltzer, 2009).  

In order to help organizations to engage and communicate more efficiently with their 

stakeholders, further research on models for dialogue and listening are needed. This theoretical 

paper summarizes latest studies to make propositions for future research regarding organizational 

listening and dialogue in social media. The paper is organized as follows: First, the reasons for 

organizational listening as well as what is meant by organizational listening is discussed. Second, 

the models available for organizational listening are introduced. Third, dialogue and its 

challenges are discussed, and to conclude, four propositions are put forth for future research on 

listening and dialogue in social media.  

 

Why should organizations listen? 

Macnamara (2016) has called for organizations to close the listening loop via including 

discussion of unmet expectations.  Without listening to stakeholder needs even in social media 

channels, reacting to them and thus establishing a real conversation, organizations cannot attain 
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the needed engagement that may establish a long and lasting relation with the public (Narvarro, 

2018). 

Couldry (2010) claims that there is a “crisis of voice” in contemporary societies, but 

Macnamara (2016) argues the real problem is the “crisis of listening.” Most organizations “listen 

sporadically at best, often poorly, and sometimes not at all” (Macnamara, 2018, 1).  

Development in digital communication presents an opportunity for public relations for not only 

better coverage but also for building online relationships and managing corporate reputation 

(Yaxley, 2012) but it is important to understand that technologies as such do not create the 

dialogue but they are mere tools to be used, and they may be used poorly or effectively 

(Macnamara, 2016). 

When customers and stakeholders want to interact with an organization, it is not always 

done inside the organizations’ own accounts, but all over the virtual world. Monitoring, 

analyzing and responding to what customers are saying on social media sites are no longer 

activities for major companies, but listening is “quickly becoming an essential piece of any 

company’s risk management and customer engagement strategy” (Brandel , 2010).  

Organizations may also utilize wrong channels and means for their listening or dialogue 

attempts. Decisions with regard to where to listen are ideally not made by the organization alone, 

but should include the participants in the dialogic process. (Theunissen & Wan Noordin, 2012). 

Macnamara (2016) notes that dialogue is strongly based on listening and giving attention and 

value to each other’s opinions. Industry reports confirm that the topics organizations prefer to 

talk about online are of little or no interest to their customers, and organizations ignore most of 

the topics customers would prefer (Freundt, Hillenbrand, & Lehman, 2013).    

Weak organizational listening has negative consequences both for the organization and 

the stakeholder group involved (Burnside-Lawry, 2011). Gutierrez-Garcia et al. (2015) claim that 

the heart of dialogue is a simple but profound capacity to listen and Couldry (2009) links the 

practices of listening and speaking tightly together. Burnside-Lawry (2010) claims that 

organizations would better understand how to achieve good listening practices if they unified 

listening competencies with participatory communication criteria. But what exactly is 

organizational listening?  

Organizational listening 

Listening has been studied widely for decades and already in 1980’s 50 different definitions were 

found for listening (Glenn, 1989). Based on earlier research, seven key elements in listening can 

be identified: recognition of others and their right to speak, acknowledgement meaning that the 

speaker has been “heard”, giving attention to others in form of empathy and cognitive focus, 

interpreting and giving consideration to what others say, understanding others’ views and 

responding appropriately (Macnamara, 2016).  

Online, social listening is a process of interpreting, observing and responding to different 

stimuli in social media or other online channels (Steward & Arnold, 2018). Listening in social 

media can be defined as more than simple “eavesdropping for marketing insights, surveillance, 

or monitoring” as …”To an unknown extent, followers expect to be heard and to receive a 

quality response of some kind” (Maben & Gearhart, 2018, 111). In fact, listening competency 

includes behavioral, cognitive, and affective dimensions, such as knowing about listening, being 

willing to listen, and engaging in listening behaviors with an attitudinal component. It is not a 

mere “on-off” decision, but organizational listening combines e.g. culture, skills and 

technologies to provide responses to the organization’s stakeholders and publics (Macnamara, 

2018).  
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Organizational listening “comprises the culture, policies, structure, processes, resources, 

skills, technologies, and practices applied by an organization to give recognition, 

acknowledgement, attention, interpretation, understanding, consideration, and response to its 

stakeholders and publics” (Macnamara, 2016) or “a combination of an employee’s listening 

skills and the environment in which listening occurs, which “is shaped by the organization and is 

then one of the characteristics of the organizational image” (Burnside-Lawry, 2011). The first 

definition by Macnamara is a very wide one, meaning in practice that in order to “execute” 

organizational listening in a professional way, it needs an architecture – i.e. clarified roles and 

responsibilities, trained team, defined processes, proper tools for monitoring and execution of 

listening and so on.  

In today’s organizations very often the communications or marketing staff are responsible 

for listening in the social media channels. Organizational listening in digital channels is 

definitely more than just following monthly reports of share of voice or hot topics. We propose 

that organizational listening needs to be strategic, and that it a supportive organizational culture 

that will empower employees to participate. In fact, Burnside-Lawry talks about employee’s 

listening, but we propose that it is also central to understand customers’ and stakeholders’ 

listening: What are they interested in listening, and what do they listen?  

Social listening is an emerging type of listening. It is an active process of “attending to, 

observing, interpreting, and responding to a variety of stimuli through mediated, electronic and 

social channels”. It is a channel for interpersonal communication, develops one’s social 

intelligence and influences the way we listen to each other in the new digital channels. Social 

listening comprises a variety of purposes complementary to the existing appreciative, 

comprehensive, critical and other listening types (Stewart and Arnold, 2018).  

Models for organizational listening 

Though many theories touch on listening and dialogue, few focus centrally on them. “The 

Organizational Listening Competency Questionnaire” (Burnside-Lawry, 2012), which combines 

concepts from listening competency, participatory communications and service, is a rare 

example. Her study reveals that appropriate organization behavior, sincerity, knowledge, 

comprehension, corporate culture and speech conditions are the related to effective listening 

during stakeholder engagement. In her view, better listening happens by increasing the ability of 

organizations to respond to “incoming messages”, as situational and contextual elements 

contribute to listening expectations and provide valuable perspectives on how competent 

listening practices are or are not achieved. (Burnside-Lawry, 2012.) 

Bodie et al. (2012) built a database of attributes and behaviors related to competent 

listening forming a model that can be used to study the structure and role of listening theories. 

When looking at the list with features like nodding, smiling, eye contact and body language, it 

makes to think how we can show these behaviors in digital format. Listening in general has been 

studied carefully, marketing and social media as well, but a very low number of scholars are 

interested in combining these elements: organizations send messages in social media, but what is 

the strategy and framework behind? Or is there a listening strategy at all?  

One way to approach listening is through the neccessary resources: Resources for 

listening include professionals in social media monitoring and analysis, customer service, 

reporting, consulting and processing of correspondence. Organizational employees play a central 

role, and many of these functions already exist in many companies but often focus on 

disseminating information only one way. There is often no organizational culture established to 

support organizational listening, making efforts merely short term. Moreover, competencies are 
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lacking, as organizational listening competency requires both an environment where listening 

occurs as well as the employee’s skills to listen (Burnside-Lawry, 2011).   

In addition to the culture of listening, Macnamara (2016) lists seven other key elements 

of listening for organizations: policies for listening; politics of listening; structures and processes 

of listening; technologies for listening; resources for listening; skills for listening and articulation 

of listening to decision making and policy making.  Politics of listening is about the decision of 

the organization on whether to listen at all, what to listen, who to listen and to whom and how 

much to tell about the results of listening (Macnamara, 2016). Structures and processes of 

listening align the way daily listening is related to working in organizations. Usually listening is 

delegated to specialist customer contact units, social media teams or communications staff and 

agencies, but ideally a listening culture could become entwined into everyday functions of the 

organization.  

Social CRM (Customer Relationship Management), which combines social media data 

with enterprise applications (CRM, BI) is becoming more popular as a tool of organizational 

social media listening. Social CRM comprises usually five fundamental processes: mapping 

social profiles with customer data, monitoring social media, management (i.e., creating processes 

and rules), middleware (enables data flow between dashboards and systems) and measurement 

(using BI to identify trends, measure sentiment) (Brandel, 2010). However, the CRM tools alone 

does very little without a strategic approach directing it for organizational benefit.  

Maben and Gearhardt (2018) apply Bodie et al. (2012) model of listening to their study of 

listening in social media and conclude that social media managers could use active-emphatic 

listening, i.e. elaboration, offering advice and asking and answering questions in the social media 

profiles, targeting at a good dialogue between organizations and their publics. 

Dialogue in Social Media  

Digital media has changed customers and employees into active content creators and participants 

in organizational communication (Karjaluoto, Mustonen & Ulkuniemi, 2015). Kent and Taylor 

(1998) proposed nearly twenty years ago that dialogue refers to “any negotiated exchange of 

ideas and opinions”. According to Bortree and Seltzer (2009) dialogue also represents efforts to 

engage in an honest and open relationship. Earlier studies have indicated that activity and 

dialogue between organizations and customers increases engagement (Ji, Li, North & Liu, 2017). 

Especially in social media, studies reinforce the view on the importance of the dialogue. Dialogic 

companies keep their users engaged. (Rybalko & Seltzer, 2010.) Organizations are also investing 

in social media increasingly hoping to engage stakeholders and manage relationships with them 

but also improve their corporate reputation (Wang, Kim, Xiao, Jung, 2016).  

Challenges of dialogue in Social Media 

Digital media has made interaction possible between organizations and stakeholders but 

reliable relationship is not easy to achieve. Constant change, information overload and speed of 

the online environment are making it increasingly harder to engage stakeholders. Scholars have 

indicated that with a dialogue online, organizations can engage stakeholders and also build, 

maintain and enhance relationship between their stakeholders. (Kent & Lane, 2017; Theunissen 

& Wan Noordin, 2012). 

Some recent studies confirm that organizations are not fully deploying dialogic 

communication in the online environment. Huang and Yang (2015) discovered in their empirical 

study that organizations hesitate to implement dialogic communication. Organizations are not 

online enough to generate dialogic communication. Studies have indicated that implementation 

of online strategy, organizational relationship-building goals, and actual dialogic engagement are 
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unclear in some organizations (Bortree and Seltzer, 2009). Also Elving & Postma (2017) found´ 

in their research how little dialogue between organizations and stakeholders exists.  

Organizations of high reputation scores (Reputation Institute, 2015) in Europe do not 

interact actively even in the most social channels of social media, such as Twitter of Facebook. 

Among the reason given are lack of time to organize their social media actions properly, 

although it may prove out to be mere lack of prioritizing dialogue. Organizations are using much 

more resources to advertising but are missing opportunities by forgetting dialogic 

communication online (Elving & Postma, 2017).  

The real-time nature of the online environment and the unplanned nature of many 

dialogue attempts is also challenging for organizations (Luoma-aho, 2015). Social media has 

brought customers closer to organizations and this proximity is possibility to organization. It also 

might be a threat if organization do not meet customers’ expectations online (Tolvanen et al., 

2013). Although digital media has changed organizations communication and brought feelings 

between organizations and customers, it is not enough to engage customers (Scholz & Smith, 

2016). 

Cho, Schweickart & Haase (2014) reinforce that high levels of engagement need two-

way symmetrical communication. Ji, Li, North & Liu (2017) detected in their research that the 

number of posts in social media is not significant to corporate communication, but highlight the 

need for dialogue for achieving change in stakeholders’ behavior or engagement (Ji, Li, North & 

Liu, 2017). Despite this, organizations are not utilizing dialogue enough in their online 

environments.  

 

Findings and Propositions 

Earlier studies have indicated the importance of listening and dialogue to organization and its 

stakeholders because they increase engagement and enhance the relationship (e.g. Maben & 

Gearhardt, 2018; Macnamara, 2018; Theunissen & Wan Noordin, 2012; Bortree & Seltzer 2009). 

However, studies have discovered also that most organizations do not listen or use dialogic 

communication with their stakeholders (Macnamara, 2016; Huang & Yang, 2015). Listening 

research has not kept pace theoretically or methodologically with the vast and fast development 

of the new digital channels (Keaton and Worthington, 2018) thus it offers many opportunities for 

scholars to dig in. Dialogue instead has been studied for decades and especially in recent years in 

the context of Social Media, but it has become a challenge to find and develop functional models 

to implement dialogue in digital environment. 

Lack of strategies is common in organizations’ social media implementation. Often there 

is no strategy at all managing social media (Martino & Lovari, 2016) or there is not enough 

resources to execute communication and comments (DiStato et al. 2011). Lack of strategy and 

resources is a challenge to many organizations because the meaning of social media has grown 

fast. In fact, much of organizational listening thus far has been based on organizational needs, 

but focused solely on listening to those outside the organization: the customers or stakeholders. 

We propose that to enable a lasting culture change toward making social media listening a part of 

the organizational culture, listening to employees is a priority. Hence:   

Proposition 1: Organizational social media listening starts from inside out 

To establish an organizational culture supportive of listening online, fully engaged employees 

and a supportive organizational culture is needed. Moreover, organizations need to first listen to 

their employees and through their experience of being listened to, empower employees to listen 
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to customers and stakeholders. By Maben et al. (2018) an organization’s social media team is the 

listening team and the team needs to be trained and staffed properly.  

Proposition 2: Organizational listening that takes a holistic approach and acknowledges 

that customers and stakeholders also listen to other sources and discuss issues on other arenas 

than the organizational ones are better equipped for dialogue online 

Much of organizational listening online thus far has stemmed from organizational needs 

and remains very organization centric. In the online environment, such limited approach may 

prohibit organizations from hearing some important parts of the dialogue taking place. 

Organizations are to be included in the online discussions even when they are not central to the 

discussion. 

Proposition 3: For online dialogue to occur, organizations need to first practice active, 

emphatetic listening which includes also participation  

Online listening of organizations needs to become more two-way and strategic, but 

without real interaction it may backfire. This means putting more personality into the exchange 

and being more available. In order to activate dialogue, with publics listening agents could utilize 

an “active-empathic” style of listening in their social media profiles (Maben et al. 2018). 

Scholars should focus on studying the listening processes and develop frameworks for listening 

(Worthington and Bodie, 2018) and the framework would then form a base for the social media 

listening strategy of an organization. 

Proposition 4. Online organizational listening strategy is not one size fits all 

Though there have been several steps taken toward best practices of social media 

listening of organizations, there is no ideal universal way to listen. In fact, some organizational 

listening habits may in fact backfire if conducted poorly. Morever, stakeholder expectations arise 

after organizational listening, and such expectation must be met in the future.  

In the field of dialogue research some strategies have already been developed. Romenti, 

Murtarelli & Valentini (2014) identify two main dimensions describing online dialogue 

processes: orientation and approach. These dimensions construct four conceptual types of 

dialogue strategies, which are concertative, transformative, framing and generative dialogue 

strategy (Romenti, Murtarelli & Valentini, 2014), and future studies should focus on testing how 

these function in different online settings. 

As the online listening of organizations is studied, the question arises, whether online 

listening is actually harming the organization. Is it too much for employees, stakeholders and 

customers? Along with new international standards and data protection measures, could 

customers be turning against organizations listening to their views? Moreover, if the result of 

listening does not result to visible changes, how should listening be approached?  

Future studies should address the established propositions as well as the combination of 

factors shaping how listening is perceived, implemented and utilized in social media by 

organizations. Maben and Gearhart (2018) agree that scholars should explore listening 

expectations between organizations’ potential customers and its own targets in social media.  
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How can we make our research matter to the industry? 

Management tools as a missing link between public relations theory and practice 
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Abstract 

This paper argues that our discipline might become more acknowledged in the practice, if 

academics translate their theories and concepts to standardized management tools that can be 

applied by in-house practitioners and consultants. Management science is quite successful in this 

respect. An empirical study among 125 communication leaders proves that our field lags behind. 

We will outline implications for scholars and practitioners. 
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Introduction 

Bridging the gap between theory and practice is a key goal of the IPRRC conference. Organizations 

like the Institute for Public Relations, the A.W. Page Center, or The Plank Center in the United 

States, The Academic Society for Communication and Management in Germany, LOGEION in 

The Netherlands, and similar initiatives in other countries are very active in transferring academic 

insights to the profession. Many individual scholars do the same when they get involved in 

executive trainings and professional associations. 

However, a brief look into the communication profession reveals that in-house practitioners 

and consultants seldom rely on theories developed in public relations and corporate 

communications research when solving day-to-day problems. In other words, content strategies, 

brand positioning, relationship management, crisis communication or social media activities are 

rarely built on academic insights from messaging research, STOPS, SSCT, dialogic PR theory, 

etc. Instead practitioners often still rely on practical knowledge and job experience, successful best 

practices, and sometimes even gut feeling. One possible explanation is that the knowledge transfer 

between academia and practice is insufficient. Another one is that contemporary research might 

be less relevant for the profession. For instance, today’s research produces a bulk of micro studies, 

often based on experiments, that explore new variables for those theories. The results of such 

studies, however, do seldom help practitioners solve daily problems. What would be of practical 

significance, instead, are scientifically tested and practically applicable procedures and methods 

to support daily operations. But in spite of a few commonly known, standardized approaches like 

the SWOT analysis, the RACE formula or stakeholder maps (e.g. Lurati & Zamparini, 2018; 

Mariconda & Lurati, 2015), it is hard to find standardized tools for most aspects of communication 

management. This is problematic as practitioners face many challenges today, ranging from the 

digital transformation and constant change to managing reputation in times of crises. In order to 

cope with the growing number of tasks with limited resources, communication leaders need to 

implement effective processes for the analysis, planning, execution and evaluation of corporate 

communications – but they can seldom rely on approaches based on academic theories from our 

community.  

This is quite different in the management field. General managers across the world use a 

variety of the same popular and well-documented management tools, e.g. Porter’s Five Forces, 

Kaplan and Norton’s Balanced Scorecard, or Maslow’s pyramid of needs, as shown by 

longitudinal studies (Rigby & Bilodeau, 2018). Generally, the management discipline has a rich 

tradition of translating complex theories into applicable tools, teaching them in the classroom, 

explaining them in hands-on books (Burtonshaw-Gunn, 2008), spreading them through 

consultancies, and researching the adoption of tools in practice as a proxy for the relevance of 

academic work (Jarzabkowski et al., 2010; 2013). Contemporary research has shown why general 

managers adopt tools, indicating that academic concepts actually matter in management practice 

(Jarzabkowski & Kaplan, 2015). 

In view of the vivid debate in the management discipline, it is quite surprising to see that 

this approach has not been reflected upon in our community yet. This paper aims to shed light on 

the adoption of tools in public relations theory and practice. We will introduce the concept of 

management tools. We will also report about an exploratory study among communication leaders 

that identifies the relevance of tools as well as knowledge and satisfaction among practitioners. 

These insights are used to give recommendations for the profession and for scholars trying to make 

their research meaningful for practitioners. 

The data for this study was collected in Germany, one of the four largest economies in the 
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world. Additional research in other leading nations (United States, Japan and China), as well as in 

upcoming economies like Brazil and India would be useful to acquire insights into the use of 

management tools in other professional cultures. The instruments used for this study (Zerfass et 

al. 2018) can be shared to advance international research in strategic communication and public 

relations that matters to the profession. 

 

Literature review and theoretical framework 

An interdisciplinary literature review was conducted to introduce the topic of management tools 

to public relations and strategic communication scholarship. 

 The term ‘tool’ stems from the Old English word “tōl” that literally means “that with which 

one prepares something”. It is often used in the sense of a device intended to make a task easier or 

the equipment used in a profession. Following Clark (1997, p. 417), management tools can be 

defined as frameworks, methods, procedures, and standard processes that serve managers as 

support mechanisms in management decision-making. Tools codify knowledge within structured 

approaches to analysis, planning, implementation and evaluation, often through some form of 

propositional or visual representation (March, 2006; Frost, 2003). Well-known examples besides 

the Five Forces or the Balanced Scorecard are the BCG growth-share matrix, core competences, 

VRIN, or scenario plans. These popular tools are often easily memorable, as they have mnemonic 

character, use alliterative labels, and consist of relatively few elements (Jarzabkowski & Kaplan, 

2015). They help practitioners to simplify complex problems by providing a uniform scheme for 

discussion and systematically mapping relevant elements and influencing factors (Gunn & 

Williams, 2007). Such practicable frameworks can be distinguished from theories that explain 

terms and connections, as well as from models that show empirically measurable effects (Ostrom, 

2009). 

 

Strategic management research 

The strategic management discipline has a long tradition of researching the use of tools and 

teaching tools in the classroom in order to provide students with applicable knowledge (Riggio et 

al., 2003). With more than 100 management tools available to date, there are numerous hands-on 

books directed towards management practitioners (e.g., Burtonshaw-Gunn, 2008; Schawel & 

Billing, 2018). While early research on tools was mainly driven by practitioners, recent years have 

seen vivid scientific discussions. 

On a conceptual level, a persistent debate has evolved around the rigor-relevance gap 

between management theory and practice (e.g., Hambrick, 1994; Kieser & Leiner, 2008). This 

debate has more or less explicitly been linked to tools as one means to bridge the gap and make 

academic work more relevant for practice. In this context, management scholars have argued that 

the adoption of tools in practice could be interpreted as a proxy for the relevance of academic work 

(Jarzabkowski et al. 2010; 2013).  

Over more than three decades, the topic of tools has stimulated numerous empirical studies 

across the world (e.g., Clark, 1997; Frost, 2003; Gunn & Williams, 2007; Hussey, 1997; Prescott 

& Grant, 1988). Much of the early research has employed a positivist, instrumental perspective, 

asking what tools are being used and evaluating whether managers use tools in the ‘correct’ 

(textbook-like) manner (e.g., Ghoshal & Moran, 1996; Lozeau et al., 2002).  

A critical strand of research has explored the role of management consultancies like 

McKinsey, Bain & Company, or BCG in developing and selling practices with a one-type-fits-all 

approach, resulting in management fashions and fads (e.g., Newell et al. 2001; Ghemawat, 2002). 
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Bain & Company itself has been conducting manager surveys since 1993, identifying the top 

management tools and trends across the world (Rigby & Bilodeau, 2018). Another line of critical 

research has investigated the role of business schools in producing a tool education industry and 

‘scholar-consultants’ (Kimberly, 2007; Mintzberg, 2004; Pfeffer & Fong, 2002).  

Contemporary research has employed a far more practice-based and sociological-

behavioral approach. Research from the strategy-as-practice perspective has shifted the focus to 

how and why managers adopt tools, in what context and for what tasks. Generally, this line of 

research has found that tools are neither necessarily applied instrumentally for problem-solving or 

decision-making nor selected intentionally, but rather in a boundedly rational satisficing manner 

(Jarzabkowski & Kaplan, 2015). Their use is strongly influenced by social and political dynamics, 

power games in the organization, and actors’ competence to adapt tools to their own 

interpretations. Research into the motivations of managers has identified a wide range of reasons 

beyond the traditional academic preconceptions of the instrumental utility: Managers adopt tools 

for signaling rationality, for delineating territories and sociopolitical purposes, for achieving 

closure and legitimization of certain actions, for individual career advancement, and for achieving 

shared understanding (e.g., Jarzabkowski & Kaplan, 2015; Gunn & Williams, 2007).  

On the other hand, scholars have also investigated unintended consequences of tool usage, 

such as inhibiting creativity or critical thinking, oversimplifying complex problems, producing 

excessive trust in ‘technologies of rationality’, or constraining understanding across organizational 

boundaries (e.g., March, 2006; Mintzberg, 2004). Others have discussed the performative nature 

of tools, shaping and changing the perceptions of organizational realities (e.g., Callon, 1998; 

Cabantous & Gond, 2011). 

 
Figure 1. Theoretical framework by Jarzabkowski and Kaplan (2015) 

 

An elaborated theoretical framework (Figure 1) has been suggested by Jarzabkowski and 

Kaplan (2015). They look at tools-in-use from the strategy-as-practice perspective and cast a 

‘sociological eye’ on tool usage, as proposed by Whittington (2007). Their framework takes into 

account the selection and application process of tools-in-use, the variety of outcomes, the 

affordances of tools, and the agency of tool users. It allows for quantitative and qualitative 

explorations of why individuals use tools, and how tools and actors interact.  
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Public relations and strategic communication scholarship 

Against the background of the vivid debate about tools in the management discipline, it comes by 

surprise that our discipline has not picked up the topic of tools so far. To our knowledge, there is 

currently no scientific discourse about tools in our field, no empirical data about the adoption of 

tools in communication practice, and no definitive summary of tools available. 

A brief look into the communications industry supports the notion that the topic of tools 

has been of little interest in the profession as well. A review of industry books and background 

conversations with several communication consultants indicated that there are only a few tools 

repeatedly mentioned or referred to as best practices, e.g. SWOT analysis, RACE formula, 

SMART goals, stakeholder mapping, or RepTrak. Apart from these commonly known tools, 

previous qualitative research conducted by us in communication departments of international 

corporations (Volk et al., 2017; Zerfass & Volk 2018) has shown that there are currently numerous 

other techniques and approaches employed in practice. However, these tools are often less known 

across the industry and there are no systematic descriptions to date. When descriptions exist, they 

usually focus on sub-areas such as press relations or social media (e.g. Reineke & Pfeffer, 2000; 

Pfannenberg & Schmalstieg, 2015) and are published as professional guides or instructions. 

 

Research questions 

In view of the lack of empirical data about the adoption of tools in public relations and strategic 

communication practice, we tried to produce first insights about the current practices of tool usage. 

While it will certainly be more interesting to explore how and why communicators use tools 

through qualitative research in the future, we cannot attempt to gain an understanding of the ‘big’ 

questions until we have the base data on what tools are used. Therefore, this study posed three 

descriptive research questions: 

RQ1: What do practitioners know about management tools in public relations and strategic 

communication, and how do they assess the overall relevance, use, and benefits? 

RQ2: Which tools are currently used in communication departments and with what level of 

satisfaction? 

RQ3: Which independent variables on the organizational, departmental or individual level 

influence the use of tools in public relations and strategic communication? 

 

Method 

The study adopted the theoretical framework by Jarzabkowski and Kaplan (2015) (Figure 1) 

employing a strategy-as-practice perspective on tools-in-use. It focused on three out of five 

dimensions of the framework: affordances of tools, application of tools, and outcomes of tool 

usage. Because no conclusive list of available tools for corporate communications exists to date, 

the authors made strong efforts to collate all formally documented tools from the academic and 

professional literature, resulting in more than 50 available tools. For reasons of the practicability 

of the survey, the original list was reduced to 32 tools through multiple consultations with experts 

and communication executives from practice. These tools had various disciplinary origins and 

were systematized according to the four management phases (Table 1). 
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Table 1. Tools analyzed in the empirical study 

 

An online questionnaire was developed based on the literature analysis and previous 

management tool studies (e.g. Jarzabkowski et al., 2013; Rigby & Bilodeau, 2018). The survey 

asked about the general knowledge and perceived benefits of tools, about usage patterns, 

application and satisfaction with the 32 specific tools (Figure 2). The questionnaire consisted of 

30 questions, using five-pole Likert scales as well as single and multiple selection questions, and 

filters. Functionality and comprehensibility were checked during a pre-test with 15 communication 

professionals and subsequently optimized. The data collection was done in Germany between 

April and June 2018. An elite sample of 383 communicators in global leadership positions or with 

strategic, steering or controlling responsibility in the largest companies in the country was 

personally invited to participate in the study. The response rate was very good (32.6 percent) and 

125 fully completed questionnaires were analyzed.  
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Figure 2. Survey design 

68 percent of the surveyed communicators were male, with an average age of 47 years. 41 

percent of the respondents were chief communication officers and 46 percent were in charge of 

leading functional areas or teams. 72 percent had more than 16 years of job experience and 38 

percent had gained previous experiences in consulting. The majority (87%) reported to attend 

management trainings regularly, but only 36 percent had a management background. Data have 

been analyzed with descriptive and analytical statistical methods using IBM SPSS software.  

 

Results 

The study reveals that management tools are gaining in importance and are perceived as relevant 

by communication leaders. However, more advanced tools are seldom used, and – more 

importantly – the understanding, training and documentation of communication management tools 

is lagging behind. The gap between strategic management in general and public relations / strategic 

communication specifically identified in the literature survey was emphasized by the empirical 

study. The results indicate that research from our field is rarely transferred into applicable 

knowledge for the profession – which stimulates some thoughts that will be outlined in the last 

section of this paper. 

 

Knowledge, relevance, use and benefits of tools (RQ1) 

A clear majority of the respondents stated that their company operates in an increasingly turbulent 

environment (79.2%). 92.3 percent confirmed that communication tasks are becoming 

increasingly complex. Communication management tools help to capture and structure such 

complex challenges. So it is not surprising that the relevance of tools has increased recently. 72.1 

percent of the respondents stated that communication management tools are used more intensively 

in their company compared to five years ago. Practitioners see a number of benefits for their daily 

work: 79.0 percent think that tools facilitate structured problem recognition and routinized problem 

processing. More than two-third also mentioned the simplification of complexity (69.5%) and 

efficiency of finding solutions (68.5%) as benefits. 

Nine out of ten respondents (91.2%) demanded that tools should be part of the professional 

knowledge and skills set of communicators. However, there was still uncertainty what tools 

actually are. The conceptual understanding of the interviewees did not always coincide with the 

general management discourse. A majority postulated that methods (85.6% approval; e.g. 

stakeholder or media analyses) or standardized processes / procedures (76.8%; e.g. for 

communication planning) can be understood as tools. Only every second (52.8%) knew that 

management tools also include thinking tools (e.g. for situation analyses). Instead, databases (e.g. 

for journalists), software systems (e.g. for project management), platforms, channels and apps (e.g. 

instagram, websites) or measures (e.g. newsletters) were often considered as tools as well. 

One reason for this more operational understanding of the term is probably the fact that 

only a quarter of the respondents were confronted with management tools during their academic 

studies or further education (25.6%). For practitioners, the topic has so far become more or less 

randomly accessible – if at all – in everyday working life: 63.2 percent of the respondents have 

learned about tools in detail during the course of their professional practice. 

Only four out of ten communication leaders believed that peers working in their 

communication department are able to use tools competently (39.5%). The proportion of 

departments in which tools are systematically documented is a bit higher (41.9%). This confirms 

that there is indeed a lack of practical application of management tools in communication practice 
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– irrespective of the academic roots of those concepts and the question whether scholars in our 

field are able to transfer their theories into applicable tools. 

 

Use and satisfaction with tools (RQ2) 

An average communication department has already used 21 of the 32 tools surveyed. This indicates 

that a broad repertoire of established thinking tools and methods is available in practice – even if 

they are not systematically documented or reflected upon. Overall, methods from strategic 

management or marketing are less common than traditional tools from public relations or 

journalism. Tools for the operational planning and implementation of communication have the 

greatest spread: Topic and budget planning, editorial plans and communication checklists are used 

by 88 to 94 percent of companies in the sample. The top ten ranking of the most widely adopted 

tools include only two analysis tools (SWOT analysis and benchmarking) and one evaluation tool 

(media response analysis). Among the top ten most used tools are also editorial plans, topic 

planning, budget planning, checklists, briefings, or mission statements. On the flip side, there is a 

knowledge gap, as many communicators had never heard of some tools, especially those 

originating from marketing or organizational development. The least known tools include 

touchpoint analyses (unknown to 28.0% of the respondents), communication scrums (26.4%), flow 

charts and swim lanes (20.8%), persona analyses (16.8%) and budget analyses (11.2%). 

The most important tools for communication management (Figure 3) were identified on the 

basis of satisfaction with the practical application. It turns out that some methods are among the 

favorites that are less frequently used, e.g. reputation analysis, mission statements or touchpoint 

analysis. It is evident that more complex tools with a high strategic impact can achieve a lot. 

Overall, however, the comparison of commitment and satisfaction shows that traditional and 

simple tools have been at the forefront of communication departments up to now. 

 
Figure 3. Communication management tools with the highest level of satisfaction 

Note. n ≤ 118 communication managers in charge of strategy, steering or control in German 

companies. Questions: How satisfied are/were you with the practical application of the analysis 

tools / planning tools / implementation tools / evaluation tools in your department? Which of the 

following tools have already been used in your department? The figure shows the three tools with 

the highest satisfaction for each stage of management. Percentages in brackets show satisfaction 

(scale points 4 and 5, “satisfied/very satisfied”) and use (“has been used here"). 
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A comparison of satisfaction and application of tools (Figure 4) shows that satisfaction 

with more complex tools such as mission statements or house of communication targets is often 

higher than with widespread, mostly operational standard procedures. This is another indicator for 

a lack of reflection and training in the profession. Practitioners continue to use methods that they 

have learned on the job, but they are not aware of more advanced, interdisciplinary concepts. 

 
Figure 4. Comparison of use and satisfaction with communication management tools 

Note. n = 125 communication managers in charge of strategy, steering or control in German 

companies. Questions: How satisfied are/were you with the practical application of the analysis 

tools / planning tools / implementation tools / evaluation tools in your department? Which of the 

following tools have already been used in your department? Percentages show answers for “has 

been used here”. Mean values of satisfaction on a scale from (1) “not satisfied at all” to (5) “very 

satisfied”. 

 

A closer look at various stages of the communication management process was done by 

comparing the satisfaction and commitment for all management tools surveyed. The degree of 

satisfaction with established methods is least pronounced in the analysis stage. Only two methods 

reach the average mean value (M=3.9) of tool satisfaction: SWOT analysis and communication 

touchpoint analysis. However, many respondents are not even aware of the communication 

touchpoint analysis (see above) and it is only used in 37.6 percent of the companies. Among the 

tools for communication planning, the house of communication targets received quite positive 

feedback from the users (M=4.1), but is comparatively rarely used (by 52.8% of the companies). 

Two well-known tools, mission statement and topic planning, lead the satisfaction ranking in this 

stage. Four favorites clearly stand out in the implementation stage of communication management, 

both in terms of use (over 80%) and satisfaction: checklists (M=4.2), briefings (M=4.1), editorial 

plans (M=4.1), and portfolios of instruments communication briefings (M=4.0), Flow charts and 

swim lanes, in contrast, have the lowest values in both dimensions and among all tools. Among 

the evaluation tools, reputation analyses, media response analyses, and dashboards have the 

highest satisfaction value (each M=4.0), followed by brand evaluations (M=3.9). The picture is 

different when it comes to usage: media response analyses (92.8%) and reports (80.8%) are in the 

lead. However, only 63.5 percent of the communication departments that use the latter tool are 

satisfied or very satisfied. For big data and social media analytics, the frequency of use (68.8%) 
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and satisfaction (M=3.8) are exactly the same – this is not the case with any other tool. 

 

Factors influencing the usage of management tools in communications (RQ3) 

In line with previous management studies, the survey results indicate that organizational and 

individual factors influence the adoption of tools. We made cross-tabulations (chi-square or T-

tests) and calculated statistically significant correlations (at least at the level of p < .05). 

First of all, there is a positive relationship between the number of tools used in a 

communication department and tool assessment by communication leaders. The contribution of 

tools to accelerating decision-making processes (Pearson’s r = .220, p = .015) and to efficient 

solution finding (r = .299, p = .001) are seen more clearly in departments that use more tools. 

Secondly, it was assumed that larger companies and larger communication departments use 

more tools than smaller ones, as the need for coordination between the communication function 

and other company functions or service providers increases and the expected benefit is greater. 

This positive relationship between the number of tools and company size (Pearson’s r = .363, p = 

.000) and department size (r = .342, p = .000) is supported by the empirical data. Smaller 

companies with annual revenues of up to 1 billion Euros use an average of 17 different tools, while 

the largest companies with revenues of over 20 billion Euros use 23 different tools on average. 

This number is also reported by communication departments with more than 100 employees; those 

with up to 10 employees use an average of 18 tools. 

Thirdly, management consultants leave their mark. Significantly more tools are used if a 

communication department has been analyzed by external or internal management consultancies 

(such as McKinsey & Co.) in the last five years (F(114, 99.659) = .430, p = .001). Consultants 

typically work heavily with management tools; this could lead to learning effects for 

communicators. 

Last but not least, the respondents’ demographics also had significant effects. Significantly 

more tools are used if communicators have longer work experience in the industry (Pearson’s r = 

.223, p = .012). If they regularly attend management training courses, an average of 23 tools are 

used for communication management in the department. If no management skills are acquired, the 

number is significantly lower (15 tools on average). 

 

Implications for practitioners and scholars 

The results of this survey and the overall debate about management tools in public relations 

and strategic communications has implications 1) for communication leaders (how to build 

toolboxes in communication units and how to enable team members to use tools), 2) for those 

transferring knowledge (how to stimulate this exchange and how to disseminate tools), and 3) for 

scholars (how to translate theories into tools). Based on the present study and the literature, some 

propositions can be formulated to stimulate this debate: 

1) Leaders in communication and public relations department should start to reflect upon 

the use of communication management tools. This is not only a sign of professionalism, but a 

contribution to the bottom line as it helps to save costs and leverage the full potential of 

competencies. Providing a company-specific selection of tools – a toolbox – signals rationality 

and increases acceptance as a business partner by top management and other departments. 

However, there will never be “the one right method” – a better tool can almost always be found 

(Kiechel, 2013). This requires thorough research, weighting strengths and weaknesses, exchanging 

experiences with other tool users, and being aware of elusive management fashion waves that 

might be misleading. Also, quick and simple solutions are not always effective. The lower the 
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effort involved in selecting and implementing tools, the greater the risk of dissatisfaction. In view 

of scarce time resources, it is better to select a few management tools and then use them 

purposefully (Rigby & Bilodeau, 2018). Systematic documentation is mandatory. Knowledge can 

only be codified and passed on to new employees or service providers if tools are documented in 

written form – whether in guidelines, manuals, toolkits, handbooks or intranets. Management 

training and continuous education is another key to success. A solid understanding of business 

fundamentals and regular attendance of management training courses is positively correlated with 

the use of management tools in general (Nohria et al., 2003) and especially in strategic 

communication (see above). 

Leaders in public relations and communication agencies should consider investing into the 

development of agency-specific tools for consulting as well as for the different stages of 

communication management. Management consultancies have done this since decades – they have 

specific units for developing approaches branded with their names, e.g. for change management, 

digital transformation, etc. Promoting such concepts helps to profile consultancies and stimulates 

a competition on the level of approaches, not only based on deliverables and execution. Training 

those tools to new agency employees is a prerequisite for delivering excellent quality in agile and 

globally mixed teams from different offices across the world. 

2) Organizations devoted to transferring knowledge from theory to practice can stimulate 

the development, spread and evaluation of management tools for public relations and strategic 

communication. There are a number of funds and awards for original research, case studies, and 

leadership education today. But there are few concrete incentives for translating innovative 

research into applicable tools for practitioners. And there are few efforts to make the wealth of 

tools from our field as well as from management, organizational development or marketing 

available to practitioners in a meaningful way. There are a lot of easily accessible, hands-on 

collections of tools for general managers in many languages – but not for communication leaders. 

This genre is quite different from academic journals aimed at scholars or textbooks written for 

college students. We have started a first attempt to write such a collection in German (Zerfaß & 

Volk, 2019) and would be happy to share our experiences with anybody interested in collaborating 

or doing the same in English, Japanese, Chinese or other world languages. 

3) Public relations and strategic communication scholars internationally can think of 

management tools as a proper way to bridge the gap between theory and practice. Asking oneself 

whether and how theories and concepts from a planned research can be transformed into practical 

tools for analyzing, planning, implementing and evaluating communication might be a good 

starting point for any project. Many well-established concepts have also not informed such 

methods or frameworks until now. It would be worthwhile to develop such tools, collaborate with 

companies or agencies to implement them, and evaluate the use and satisfaction. Tools can also be 

trained and used in the classroom – this has been done in business schools for decades, and it is 

part of the success of this discipline. Moreover, using tools as a proof point of theories and concepts 

might help to focus future research on problems that matter in the real world. It is easy to run 

experiments with a myriad of variables that are statistically relevant, but irrelevant in the practice 

because they cannot be controlled or influenced by communication professionals. It is much harder 

to explain key elements, connections, and drivers in a consistent and easily understandable way to 

those who are in charge of making decisions in complex situations. Our empirical study has shown 

that traditional, operational solutions are well-known in the profession, but advanced methods are 

lagging behind. This is a large opportunity for scholars who are interested in making their research 

matter to the practice. 
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Abstract 

While most research in public relations and strategic communication concentrates on textual 

elements, this contribution shifts the focus to the growing importance of visual elements. The 

theoretical background is based on visual theory and the concept of strategic mediatization. By 

using a large-scale quantitative survey among 3,387 European communication professionals, this 

study is the first empirical evidence on communication professionals’ perspectives on visual 

communication. Therefore, the paper empirically demonstrates a visual turn in strategic 

communication. Although practitioners use visual elements since the very beginnings of their 

trade, only a minority guide these activities through a sound management process. This calls for 

deeper consideration of visual communication management in practice and visual public 

relations research in academia. 
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Introduction 

 

In the last two decades, the increasing mediatization has been transforming our everyday lives, 

organizations, societies and the world society as a whole (Couldry & Hepp, 2017; Hjarvard, 

2008). In this “media age” (Hepp & Krotz, 2014) especially visual communication, as one of the 

three main types of communication beside verbal and nonverbal communication, has taken an 

unequivocal stand in the realm of academia and for practitioners that work in the field of 

communication (Fahmy, Bock, & Wanta, 2014, pp. 1–5). Thinking of cave paintings and other 

visual representations firstly produced by Neanderthals and later by modern humans, visual 

communication can be seen as an ancestor of written communication (Hoffmann et al., 2018). 

Beyond human communication, organizational communication has been using visuals 

purposefully especially to fulfill its mission – what is key in public relations and strategic 

communication (Bussy, 2013; Goransson & Fagerholm, 2018; Hallahan, Holtzhausen, van Ruler, 

Verčič, & Sriramesh, 2007; Zerfass, Verčič, Nothhaft, & Werder, 2018). In the organizational 

context, visuals can be used for various strategic purposes for instance internally (e.g., 

stimulating organizational culture and identity) or externally (e.g., in product or brand 

advertising as well as public relations). This covers a whole range of visual representations such 

as space design, signs and symbols like logos, (moving) images particularly photographic images 

or animated images like videos, business clothes and more. 

Recently, there has been a growing number of publications in the visual aspects of public 

relations and strategic communication that explicitly call for attention to and research in “the 

spatial, visual and performative dimensions of the field” (Collister & Roberts-Bowman, 2018a, 

p. 1; see also Goransson & Fagerholm, 2018; Thelander, 2018). Already in 1994 Mitchell, one of 

the leading figures in the area of visual communication studies, called for a “pictoral turn” in 

social sciences by recognizing the growing influence of visual elements in and for society. 

Exactly the same year, Berners-Lee founded the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) at the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology and made the Web public, without any patents (Berners-

Lee, 1999). These growing digital technologies, platforms, media etc. have been affecting media 

culture. Hence, visual elements have become a predominant part of our daily life, especially 

through the Internet and social media access everywhere at any time because of mobile devices 

like smartphones and other wearable technologies (Adami & Jewitt, 2016; Couldry & Hepp, 

2017; Fahmy et al., 2014). This is one of the reasons why Machin (2014) concludes that we live 

in a “visual society” that includes an array of artefacts and communicative activities in visual 

communication. Regarding the Cisco Visual Networking Index (VNI) forecast, IP video traffic 

will be 82 percent of all IP traffic globally (both business and consumer) by 2021, up from 73 

percent in 2016 (Cisco, 2017). Photo and video-based messaging platforms like Snapchat or 

Instagram reported daily more than 53 billion posts and snaps in 2018 (Aslam, 2018a, 2018b). 

This is also reflected in academia, where visual studies in the field of communication have been 

increased in the last decade (Hansen & Machin, 2013). 

Public relations and strategic communication have always used visualization for their 

agents’ purpose(s) to create a specific meaning that support their agents’ goals. Thus, it is even 

more surprising that public relations scholars have just recently discovered this important and 

growing field. Goransson and Fagerholm (2018) summarize in their literature review how visual 

approaches were applied in strategic communication research between 2005 and 2015. They 

conclude that even though visual studies in communication research are increasing in general, 

public relations and strategic communication researchers have “slightly emerged” in the same 
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period (ibid., p. 58). Moreover, Collister and Roberts-Bowman (2018b) recently published an 

edited volume about visual public relations with theoretical concepts and different case studies. 

They summed up that further research in the “domain extending beyond text will require a better 

understanding what this means for professional practice in terms of skills and behaviors 

necessary for this twenty-first century discipline.” (p. 196). 

From an empirical point of view, the study of visual communication includes traditionally 

“different visual objects as well as their consumption and production” and they “cover material 

objects as well as acts of seeing, perception, and production” (Thelander, 2018, p. 1722). Most 

empirical research of visual communication is based in linguistics, semiotics and cultural studies, 

primarily focusing on the consumption, perception and meaning co-creation of recipients 

(Catellani, 2011, 2018; Fahmy et al., 2014; Geimer, 2011; Hall, 1997; Hall, Hobson, Lowe, & 

Willis, 1980/2005; Teruggi Page, 2015; Watts, 2004); a perspective and area mostly neglected in 

public relations and strategic communication research (Holtzhausen & Zerfass, 2015, p. 11; 

Kohrs, 2018, pp. 14–15). However, as Goransson and Fagerholm (2018, pp. 54–56) demonstrate, 

the production side has been highly neglected and primarily focuses on visual journalism 

(photojournalism, citizen journalism, blogger) and mass communication in general (Fahmy et al., 

2014, pp. 29–41). Public relations academics concentrate mostly on visual artefacts like websites 

(Carneiro & Johnson, 2015; Verser & Wicks, 2006) or they study “effects of campaigning 

planning” mostly by using “content analysis, image analysis, and … mixed methods often 

including experiments” (Goransson & Fagerholm, 2018, p. 56). In accordance with the results of 

the systematic literature review conducted by Goransson and Fagerholm (2018) as well as the 

edited book by Collister and Roberts-Bowman (2018b), there is a large research gap between 

visual strategy and public relations, in what the authors call “visual strategic communication”. 

This gap specifically touches the preconditions and structures of visual strategies in 

organizations (visual communication management), the visual operational capacities and 

activities as well as the visual competencies of communication professionals. 

The present study aims to close the research gap by providing new empirical evidence on 

the status of visual strategic communication in Europe and discuss the results in the limelight of 

the concept of strategic mediatization (Zerfass, Verčič, & Wiesenberg, 2016). 

 

Literature Review 

Emergence of visual strategic communication and strategic mediatization 

Visual research in general can be seen as an interdisciplinary project. However, from a com- 

munication research perspective, Barnhurst, Vari, and Rodríguez (2004) classify visual research 

in three different approaches. The first covers rhetorical approaches (visual rhetoric) that mainly 

focus on mass media, everyday life and popular culture with emphasis on the intention of the 

producer of visual artefacts as well as the meaning making process of recipients and audiences. 

The second focuses on semantic approaches on a macro level and with a more critical 

perspective of the cultural studies; this one is also labelled visual studies. The third one is a more 

pragmatic approach focusing on the creation, presentation, and support of media works and 

visual messages as well as effects on audiences, but also the meaning of visuals in the 

contemporary society; this one is called visual communication approach (Martin, 2011; Müller, 

2007). Recently this threefold division has been extended by Goransson and Fagerholm (2018) 

with a fourth approach they label “visual strategy”. This approach derived from their literature 

review in the area of public relations and strategic communication and “has an emphasis on the 

strategies of an organization, rather than on the rhetoric, the culture or the message itself” (p. 57). 
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Articles cover the organization’s visual strategies, such as “symbols, identities and visual 

elements that are part of the strategic communication with the intent to support the organization’s 

goal.” (ibid.) 

Having said this, Goransson and Fagerholm (2018) shift the focus from mass media and 

journalism to organizations and their strategic communication; a perspective rarely taken into 

consideration by academics in the area of communication studies in general and visual 

communication studies in particular. However, they point out that the visual strategy approach 

overlaps with all other approaches. This is the reason why scholars call for an integration as well 

as an interdisciplinary exchange. For instance, both visual strategy and visual rhetoric focus on a 

specific outcome, be it persuasion of an audience or the organization’s goal(s). The same applies 

for visual studies as well as visual communication and visual strategy. Whilst the former takes 

into consideration specifically the macro perspective and therefore the environment an 

organization is embedded in, the latter provides an understanding of the production, presentation 

and support of media works. 

Taking into consideration the increasing importance of visual elements in society, the first 

research question in this study addresses the importance of visual stimuli for strategic 

communication in general, organizations as well as their stakeholders: 

RQ1: How do communication practitioners perceive the proportion of visual stimuli 

in strategic communication? 

 

The fact that we live in a “visual society” (Machin, 2014) has been highly debated under 

the acronym “mediatization”; a perspective that emphasizes not only that “the social world is 

something constructed by us humans, but that these processes of construction can only be 

understood … with … the increasing social relevance of technologies of mediated 

communication.” (Couldry & Hepp, 2017, p. 16; see also Hjarvard, 2008) Mediatization as a 

concept tries to explain the interrelation between this increasing mediated communication on the 

one hand and culture and society on the other. The fact that the individual’s life is highly 

influenced and dominated by mediated communication is twofold. On the one hand, this 

perspective evolves a quantitative perspective with the social, spacious and temporal spreading 

of technologically based media of communication. On the other hand, the qualitative aspect 

emphasizes the structure and materialization of the media and how they influence and change the 

way we communicate (ibid.). Thus, not only individuals change their habits and ways in which 

they communicate daily, but so do reflective organizations. This perspective has been 

emphasized recently by Zerfass, Verčič, and Wiesenberg (2016, p. 502) with the concept of 

“strategic mediatization”. The scholars highlight that the traditional communication disciplines 

in organizations have been blurred and even “the difference between what is private and what is 

public, what is happening to the public sphere, and in that context, what public relations is and 

what it could be like in fuzzy public/private spaces” is more questioned than ever before. They 

argue that organizations have become some kind of media outlets with their communication 

func- 

tions. Strategic mediatization thus calls for a content management that is linked to overall 

strategies and focuses on the constant co-construction of meaning over all different 

organization’s channels and instruments. They demonstrate that especially the organization’s 

owned (in-house) media are becoming ever more important for shaping public opinion. 

However, the researchers emphasize media content in general and they don’t take into 

consideration neither the increasing importance of visual elements nor their (in-house or 
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external) production. 

The investigation and gathering of specific visual production contexts falls into the visual 

communication approach. However, taking into consideration organizations and their media 

production in general, this domain covers the visual strategy approach as well. Considering the 

different strata pointed out by Panofsky (1991), Müller and Geise (2015, pp. 25–29) differentiate 

between seven ideal types of production contexts (artistic, commercial, journalistic, scientific, 

political, private, religious) and nine production forms (architecture, sculpture, painting, graphic, 

photography, movie, TV, video, Internet). The scholars point out that architecture, sculpture, and 

painting predominantly originate in artistic production contexts, while graphic, photography, TV, 

video and the Internet emerge primarily in journalistic production contexts, even though they can 

also emerge in artistic, scientific, private and political production contexts (p. 28). Moreover, the 

authors mention ads in political campaigns as an example of commercial production contexts 

(ibid., see also Fahmy et al., 2014). Thus, it is time to add empirical evidence into this 

intersection between organizational communication and its visual production contexts along the 

line of the production forms appropriate for the organizational context as well as the visual 

strategy approach. This raises the following research question: 

RQ2: How do communication professionals rate the relevance of different visual stimuli 

for strategic communication and have their departments/agencies the in-house capacities to 

produce these elements? 

 

Visual competencies of communication professionals 

From a strategic communication perspective, the communicator and therefore the 

communication professional has been traditionally in the limelight of public relations and 

strategic communication research. One aspect in this research area covers specific competencies 

(Gregory, 2008; Tench & Moreno, 2015). However, as Goransson and Fagerholm (2018) point 

out, there is no research in the specific area of visual communication competencies. 

For Müller (2008), visual competence covers four different but intertwined dimensions: 

visual production, visual perception, visual interpretation, and visual reception competence 

(p. 103). In public relations, the visual production competence on the individual level is highly 

neglected: “The study of visual production competence implies that diverse production contexts 

follow different visual production logics. For example, the production of an artwork happens 

under different conditions from the production of a news magazine. While for the artist – ideally 

– her or his individual production skill, experience, as well as the individual expectations 

towards the artwork count; for a press photographer, professional skills are only one element. ... 

Researching visual production competence entails investigating the particularities as well as the 

different types of visual production contexts.” (Ibid.) Therefore, the following third research 

question is stated: 

RQ3: What are the visual communication competencies of communication 

professionals? 

 

Visual communication management 

Like any other communication activity, visual communication will usually be more successful 

and sustainable if it is based on a sound management process (Dhanesh, 2018; Jin, Austin, 

Guidry and Parrish, 2017). Taking into consideration the visual strategy approach and more 

precisely strategic visual communication, this refers directly to all kinds of visual 

communication of strategic significance. Hence, “strategic communication management is the 
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attempt to manage the communication of strategic significance with regard to a focal entity.” 

(Zerfass et al., 2018, p. 497) Therefore, strategic visual communication management (SVCM) 

can be understood along the same line. It deals with visual communication activities and 

therefore visual elements and resources “which are of substantial relevance for the focal entity, 

e.g., an organization.” (ibid.) This might be the corporate identity, a new logo, or new designs.  

As already introduced with the concept of strategic mediatization, it needs a specific 

technical infrastructure to manage visual communication and media (Zerfass et al., 2016). 

Moreover, to manage visual communication it needs regulative and normative guidelines as well 

as specific internal and external business processes (for internal or external productions and 

collaborations). Ideally, organizations should implement routines to monitor and measure the 

effects of their visual communication (Alessandri, 2013; Stacks, 2017; Watson, 2012).  

A question about the management of visual communication has rarely been raised, as the 

literature review by Goransson and Fagerholm (2018) demonstrates. However, an Austrian 

scholar wrote his PhD thesis about visual corporate communication (Berzler, 2009, 2016). He 

points out that visual corporate communication includes the strategic usage of all visual elements 

a corporation controls and use to fulfill the organization’s goals and purposes and to create a 

unique visual identity. Therefore, it needs specific management routines to obtain, evaluate and 

perhaps change the organization’s visual orientation (the corporate brand identity). This offers 

specific strategic potential for a corporation to build and obtain a unique visual identity that leads 

to a distinct differentiation apart from the competition and to raise visual attention (Berzler, 

2016, p. 11). He points out that beside standard corporate design guidelines, today corporations 

need advanced corporate design guidelines (e.g., for movies, animations, space design or 

architecture) if produced in-house, or specific outsourcing processes if outsourced. Moreover, the 

legal as well as the technical side need further consideration. Finally, it needs specific 

measurement routines for visual communication like eye-tracking or video analysis (Alessandri, 

2013, 2014). Because there exist no empirical data in the area of visual communication 

management, the final research question will be raised: 

RQ4: To what extent do organization manage their visual elements? 

 

Method 

The literature review reveals that there is a need for empirical evidence on how public relations 

and strategic communication practitioners perceive the visual turn in which we live. Moreover, 

there is no empirical data concerning the production as well as management side of visual 

communication in the context of public relations and strategic communication. To close these 

research gaps, a quantitative survey was used to gain the first insight in the area of visual 

strategic communication. This has been conducted as a part of the annual European 

Communication Monitor in 2017 (Zerfass, Moreno, Tench, Verčič, & Verhoeven, 2017). The 

special section on visualization addressed the following questions: First, the practitioners were 

asked to rate different statements (on a five point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to 

strongly agree) regarding the importance of visual elements for strategic communication in 

general, the perceived demand of their stakeholders regarding visual communication, the own 

organization and its usage of visual elements, the requirement of specific competencies as well 

as management structures and processes. Secondly, respondents were asked whether different 

visual elements have become more or less important for strategic communication in their 

organization compared with three years ago (on a five point Likert scale ranging from less 

important to more important). The items derived from the production forms differentiated by 
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Müller and Geise (2015) and have been operationalized by using traditional and common 

examples for every form. Beside the importance, the professionals were asked if their 

organization has human and technical capacities for production. Thirdly, the professionals were 

asked to rate their personal competencies in the different forms of visual productions (five point 

Likert scale ranging from no experience at all to very high level experience). Finally, an item 

battery asked how their organizations manage their visual communication and if they have 

implemented different standards, routines and processes. 

A pre-test was administered with 46 communication professionals in 20 European 

countries. During a period of five weeks in March and April 2017, a personal invitation was sent 

to communication professionals throughout Europe.  In addition, regional and national 

professional associations were asked to invite respondents. In total, 9,895 respondents started the 

survey and 3,496 of them completed the questionnaire in the English language. The data for the 

final evaluation is based on 3,387 respondents who work in the area of communication. Of those 

respondents, 59.6 percent were female (n = 2,019) and 40.4 percent were male (n = 1,368). The 

majority of the respondents have more than 10 years of experience (63.6 percent, n = 2,155), 

followed by a group with 6–10 years of experience (20.2 percent, n = 685) and a group with less 

than five years of experience (16.1 percent, n = 547). The professionals who were interviewed 

worked in either the communication departments of listed companies (22.4 percent, n = 758) or 

private companies (22.6 percent, n = 765), governmental (15.8 percent, n = 535) or non-profit 

organizations (13.2 percent, n = 446). The largest group works for communication consultancies, 

public relations agencies or as freelancers (26.1 percent, n = 883). The respondents were based in 

50 European countries. The results have been statistically tested with Pearson's chi-square tests 

(χ²), Cramér’s V, independent sample T-tests as well as F-tests in one-way ANOVA and Pearson 

correlation (r). 

Findings 

The results of this study confirm the ongoing trend towards visual communication and 

communication professionals in Europe reaffirming that this trend will be even more important 

for strategic communication in the future. The growing importance goes hand in hand with a 

perception of a rising visual demand by stakeholders as well as a visual armament of the 

organizations itself. Even though the practitioners state that this visual trend requires more 

competencies, every second professional lacks on basic visual competencies. Online videos and 

infographics have significantly grown in importance, while space design, architecture and art are 

losing slightly. However, the study revealed a lack of clarity and agreement on how to manage 

these activities. 

Proposition of visual stimuli in strategic communication (RQ1) 

The growing importance of visual elements in communication is confirmed by 94.4 percent 

(n = 3,196) of the sample (agreement based on scale points 4-5), based on the general statement 

that “visual elements will be more important for strategic communication in the future” (M = 

4.38, SD = .677). A t-test demonstrates that female professionals agree with this statement more 

(M = 4.41, SD = .664) than their male colleagues (M = 4.34, SD = .694; t(3385) = 2.87, p = 

.004). There are no other significant differences to report here. 
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TABLE I. 

Importance of visual elements for strategic communication 

      

 Agreement (4-

5) 

Neutral (3) Disagreement (1-

2) 

 Frequenc

y 

(%) Frequenc

y 

(%) Frequenc

y 

(%) 

General 3,196 94.

4 

122 3.6 69 2.1 

Female practitioners 1,926 95.

4 

54 2.7 39 1.9 

Male Practitioners 1,270 92.

8 

68 5.0 30 2.2 

Notes: n = 3,387 communication professionals in Europe. The values show how many of 

the respondents approved the 

statement: Visual elements will be more important for strategic communication in the 

future. 

 

Relevance of visual stimuli for public relations from the organization’s perspective (RQ2) 

The asked communication professionals do not only report a growing importance of visuals  

for strategic communication in general, they perceive also a higher demand of visual 

communication from their stakeholder (69.0 percent, n = 2,336 agree that their stakeholders 

demand more visual communication compared to three years ago). On the other hand, the 

organizations reflectively using more visual elements in their communication (see Table II). 

 

TABLE II. 

Importance for organizations 

     

 General Female Male 

 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 

Our stakeholders demand more visual 

communication compared to three years ago * 
3.82 (.832) 3.85 (.821) 3.77 (.845) 

My organization uses more visual elements in 

its communication compared to three years 

ago 

4.20 (.816) 4.22 (.794) 4.18 (.846) 

Notes: n = 3,387 communication professionals in Europe. Scale ranges from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  

* Highly significant differences (t(3,385) = 2.93, p = .003). 

 

Beside the different perceptions of female and male professionals, there are significant 

differences between the types of organizations regarding the usage of more visual elements. 

Professionals working for consultancies and agencies report a lower approval (M = 4.09, 

SD = .853) compared to private (M = 4.20, SD = .798) or joint stock companies (M = 4.23, 

SD = .809) as well as governmental organizations (M = 4.20, SD = .821). Interestingly, 

practitioners working in non-profits report the highest approval to the statement (M = 4.39, 
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SD = 7.35; F(4,3382) = 11.00, p < .001). 

The question however is, what kind of visual element specifically have become more 

important compared with three years before. As Table III demonstrates, especially online videos 

as well as infographics have become much more important between 2014 and 2017. However, 

other more professional visual elements like art, space design or professional photos or movies 

seem to be less relevant for the profession. Still more than half of the professionals perceive that 

their organization have personal and technical capacities to produce online videos, info- or 

business graphics as well as signs and symbols. Still 47.7 percent perceive their organization can 

produce professional photos. Only 34.6 percent perceive that their organization is equipped to 

produce online animations. 

TABLE III. 

Visual elements and the importance for organizations 

Notes: n = 3,387 communication professionals in Europe. Q: Please rate the relative 

importance of the following elements for the communication activities of your organization 

compared with 3 years ago. Scale ranges from 1 (less important) to 5 (more important). And 

does your organization have personal and technical capacities to produce these elements? 

Moreover, there are strong differences between the types of organizations and how their 

personal and technical capacities to produce these elements (see Table IV). Professionals 

 

TABLE IV. 

Personal and technical capacities to produce visual elements 

      

 More 

importan

t (scale 

4-5) 

Neutral 

(scale 

3) 

Less 

importan

t (scale 

1-2) M (SD) 

In-

house 

product

ion 

Online videos (e.g., web clips) 87.9% 9.6% 2.5% 4.37 (.78) 54.3% 

Infographics (e.g., explanatory content) 83.0% 14.1% 2.9% 4.23 (.81) 58.2% 

Instant photos (spontaneous, unedited) 69.1% 22.5% 8.4% 3.88 (.96) 79.0% 

Business graphics (e.g., tables, figures) 61.9% 30.1% 8.0% 3.75 (.91) 66.8% 

Signs and symbols (e.g., logos, icons, 

pictograms) 

59.6% 31.9% 8.5% 3.70 (.91) 53.4% 

Online animations (e.g., flash, web banners) 58.4% 26.8% 14.8% 3.63 

(1.06) 

34.6% 

Professional photos (pre-arranged/edited, 

stock) 

57.2% 29.2% 13.6% 3.64 

(1.05) 

47.7% 

Professional movies (e.g., image films, 

commercials) 

55.9% 30.9% 13.2% 3.62 

(1.03) 

21.4% 

Space design (for events and rooms) 46.4% 41.6% 12.0% 3.45 (.90) 29.9% 

Art (e.g., paintings, abstract photos) 18.8% 43.2% 38.0% 2.72 

(1.03) 

14.2% 

 
Joint 

stock 

compa

nies 

Priva

te 

comp

anies 

Govern

mental 

organiz

ations 

Non-

profit 

organiz

ations 

Consult

ancies 

& 

Agencie

s 

Cra

mér'

s V 
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Notes: n = 3,387 communication professionals in Europe. Q: And does your organization have 

personal and technical capacities to produce these elements? Highly significant differences 

between the types of organizations (chi-square test, p ≤ 0.01). 

 

working for joint stock organizations report especially low visual in-house capacities in general, 

because they seem to work much more together with external agencies. Especially practitioners 

working in governmental organizations report higher capacities e.g., in the area of instant and 

professional photos as well as online videos. Private companies and agencies have the highest 

percentage of visual in-house capacities in the area of business and infographics, signs and 

symbols as well as online animations, space design and art. 

Visual communication competencies of communication professionals (RQ3) 

Generally asking the communication professionals if visual communication requires specific 

competencies from themselves, the majority agree with this statement (89.5 percent, n = 3,033; 

M = 4.31, SD = .753). However, as Table V clearly demonstrate, most of them have only very 

little experience in nearly all fields of visual communication.  

TABLE V. 

Personal competencies to produce visual elements 

Instant photos (spontaneous, unedited) 76.1% 
77.0

% 
86.7% 83.0% 76.6% .098 

Business graphics (e.g., tables, figures) 65.0% 
70.5

% 
64.5% 58.7% 70.4% .086 

Infographics (e.g., explanatory content) 49.3% 
62.7

% 
55.7% 51.6% 66.8% .141 

Online videos (e.g., web clips) 50.3% 
53.5

% 
61.7% 54.3% 54.0% .071 

Signs and symbols (e.g., logos, icons, 

pictograms) 
51.5% 

57.4

% 
52.0% 44.6% 57.0% .086 

Professional photos (pre-arranged/edited, 

stock) 
40.5% 

50.5

% 
51.8% 44.2% 50.7% .089 

Online animations (e.g., flash, web banners) 32.7% 
40.3

% 
30.3% 24.7% 39.0% .113 

Space design (for events and rooms) 27.6% 
34.0

% 
28.2% 25.3% 31.6% .065 

Professional movies (e.g., image films, 

commercials) 
20.1% 

21.6

% 
21.3% 16.4% 25.0% .065 

Art (e.g., paintings, abstract photos) 9.8% 
17.5

% 
12.1% 10.3% 18.3% .107 

n 758 765 535 446 883  

 High 

experience 

(scale 4-5) 

Medium 

experience 

(scale 3) 

Low 

experience 

(scale 1-2) 

M (SD) 

Taking instant photos 63.4% 22.5% 14.1% 
3.69 

(1.13) 

Creating business graphics 27.6% 26.6% 45.8% 
2.65 

(1.25) 
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Notes: n = 3,387 communication professionals in Europe. Q: How would you rate your 

personal competencies in the following areas? Scale ranges from 1 (no experience at all) to 5 

(very high level experience). 

 

Taking into account all nine skills above, a general mean value of all competencies can be 

calculated and every communication professional can be extrapolated. The general mean value 

of all competencies is 2.47. Therefore, all communication professionals with a lower total mean 

value can be seen as communication professionals with low visual communication skills. Hence, 

53.3 percent of the whole sample are in this category. On the contrary, only 12.1 percent have a 

total mean value above a mean value of 3.50. 

Communication professionals working in private companies and non-profit organiza- 

tions have higher visual competencies than their peers working for joint stock companies, 

governmental organizations or in agencies (see Table VI). 

 

TABLE VI. 

Personal competencies to produce visual elements in types of organizations 

Taking professional photos 27.4% 24.2% 48.4% 
2.62 

(1.26) 

Shooting online videos 27.3% 24.1% 48.7% 
2.59 

(1.28) 

Creating infographics 26.1% 24.7% 49.3% 
2.57 

(1.25) 

Editing signs and symbols 21.7% 23.3% 55.0% 
2.42 

(1.25) 

Shooting professional movies 14.9% 14.8% 70.3% 
2.00 

(1.21) 

Generating online animations 9.9% 14.0% 76.2% 
1.84 

(1.08) 

Designing space (room setup, 3D 

design) 
9.3% 14.7% 76.0% 

1.83 

(1.06) 

 Joint 

stock 

compani

es 

Private 

compan

ies 

Governme

ntal 

organizati

ons 

Non-

profit 

organizat

ions 

Consultanci

es & 

Agencies 

ANOV

A 

(F) 

Taking instant photos ** 3.63 3.76 3.67 3.95 3.54 10.88 

Creating business graphics 

** 
2.65 2.82 2.39 2.60 2.70 9.82 

Taking professional photos 2.56 2.74 2.58 2.73 2.55 - 

Shooting online videos 2.62 2.68 2.47 2.70 2.49 - 

Creating infographics ** 2.51 2.68 2.36 2.57 2.66 6.93 

Editing signs and symbols 

** 
2.34 2.62 2.25 2.45 2.39 8.32 

Shooting professional 

movies ** 
2.14 2.13 1.81 1.95 1.92 9.15 

Generating online 

animations ** 
1.90 1.95 1.60 1.77 1.86 9.88 
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Notes: n = 3,387 communication professionals in Europe. Q: How would you rate your 

personal competencies in the following areas? Scale ranges from 1 (no experience at all) to 5 

(very high level experience). * Significant differences at the p < .05 level. ** Highly 

significant differences at the p < .01 level. 

 

Likewise, communication professionals that work in the area of online communication or 

marketing, brand or consumer communication are much higher skilled in visual communications 

compared to professionals working in the area of media relations (see Table VII). 

 

TABLE VII. 

Personal competencies to produce visual elements and disciplines of work 

Notes: Q: How would you rate your personal competencies in the following areas? Scale 

ranges from 1 (no experience at all) to 5 (very high level experience). * Significant differences 

at the p < .05 level. ** Highly significant differences at the p < .01 level. 

 

There are also significant differences between male and female practitioners regarding the 

self-evaluation of their visual competencies (see Table VIII). Male professionals evaluate 

Designing space  * 1.88 1.91 1.69 1.84 1.81 3.75 

Total skills mean ** 2.47 2.59 2.31 2.51 2.43 8.94 

n 758 765 535 446 883  

 
Overall 

commun

ication 

Media 

relatio

ns 

Strategy 

and 

coordinat

ion 

Marketing, 

brand, 

consumer 

communication 

Online 

commun

ication 

Corpor

ate 

media 

Taking instant photos 3.71 3.61 * 3.64 3.72 
  3.93 

** 
3.65 

Taking professional photos 2.59 2.63 2.57 2.69 
  2.83 

** 
2.65 

Creating business graphics 2.57 ** 
2.48 

** 
2.64 2.86 **   2.74 * 2.49 

Shooting online videos 2.57 2.53 2.65 2.68 * 
  2.89 

** 
2.52 

Creating infographics 2.50 ** 
2.46 

** 
2.54 2.71 ** 

  2.76 

** 
2.39 

Editing signs and symbols 2.33 ** 
2.25 

** 
2.33 2.64 ** 

  2.64 

** 
2.38 

Shooting professional 

movies 
1.99 1.96 2.01 2.13 ** 

  2.13 

** 
1.90 

Designing space 1.78 * 
1.71 

** 
1.88 1.99 **   1.81 1.81 

Generating online 

animations 
1.73 ** 

1.74 

** 
1.82 2.02 ** 

  2.00 

** 
1.74 

Total skills mean 2.42 ** 
2.37 

** 
2.45 2.60 ** 

  2.64 

** 
2.51 

n 

   

2,023 1,274   749         689    667 

    

600 
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themselves better than female peers in taking professional photos, shooting online or profes- 

sional videos, creating business or infographics, editing signs and symbols or in designing space. 

Female practitioners report higher experience only in the area of taking instant photos. 

 

TABLE VIII. 

Personal competencies to produce visual elements compared between professionals 

Notes: n = 3,387 communication professionals in Europe. Q: How would you rate your 

personal competencies in the following areas? Scale ranges from 1 (no experience at all) to 5 

(very high level experience). All items are highly significant differences at the p < .01 level. 

 

Finally, there are significant correlations between the age and different visual 

competencies. Younger professionals report higher experience in creating business or 

infographics (r = .046 resp. r = .065, p < .01). The same is true for taking professional or instant 

photos (r = .040 resp. t = .041, p < .05) as well as shooting online videos (r = .073, p < 0.01). 

That younger professionals feel more comfortable with all kinds of visual elements demonstrate 

the difference between the total skills means: Professionals with 29 years or younger reach 2.56, 

between 30 and 39 reach 2.51, between 40 and 49 reach 2.48, between 50 and 59 reach 2.35 and 

60 years or older reach 2.34 (r = .091, p < .01). 

Visual communication management (RQ4) 

Most of the communication professionals report that their organization have standard corporate 

design guidelines (80.1 percent, n = 2,670) and specific routines for outsourcing processes (72.3 

percent, n = 2,410). However, most of these have no advanced corporate design guidelines (36.7 

percent, n = 1,222) and even less have implemented measurement routines for visual 

communication (17.0 percent, n = 568). Only 4.6 percent of the sample (n = 154) report that their 

organization have implemented all management routines (see Table IX). 

 

TABLE IX. 

Management routines for visual communication 

 Female (M/SD) Male (M/SD) t 

Taking instant photos 3.73 (1.11) 3.62 (1.15) 2.87 

Creating business graphics 2.57 (1.24) 2.77 (1.25) 4.71 

Taking professional photos 2.55 (1.25) 2.73 (1.27) 4.25 

Shooting online videos 2.47 (1.25) 2.75 (1.30) 6.27 

Creating infographics 2.49 (1.23) 2.70 (1.26) 4.78 

Editing signs and symbols 2.35 (1.25) 2.52 (1.25) 3.78 

Shooting professional movies 1.87 (1.16) 2.20 (1.26) 7.68 

Generating online animations 1.74 (1.03) 1.97 (1.15) 6.15 

Designing space 1.78 (1.04) 1.91 (1.09) 3.39 

Total skills mean 2.40 (.811) 2.57 (.878) 6.09 

n 2,019 1,368  

We have implemented … 

Joint 

stock 

compani

es 

Privat

e 

comp

anies 

Governm

ental 

organizati

ons 

Non-

profit 

organizat

ions 

Consulta

ncies & 

Agencies Total 

Cramer’

s V 

Standard corporate design 

guidelines ** 
87.9% 

80.5

% 
82.1% 84.8% 69.3% 

80.1

% 
.177 
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Notes: n = 3,333 communication professionals in Europe. Q: How does your organization 

manage visual communication? Please tick all items that apply for your communication 

department or agency. * Significant differences at the p < .05 level. ** Highly significant 

differences at the p < .01 level. 

Discussion 

This study clearly demonstrates that public relations practitioners in Europe see visual 

communication becoming a more and more important component of their work and their 

(internal and external) client’s organizations communication strategy. This is driven by 

technology which is enabling easier use of visuals in digital environments, but also by 

stakeholder’s expectations. However, not all types of organizations use visuals equally: non-

profit organizations show more responsiveness to technological opportunities and stakeholder 

demands, while agencies, interestingly, seem to be the most conservative, although they report 

more in-house visual competencies than NGO, government or joint stock companies. 

Nevertheless, the low capacities of visual in-house production especially in joint stock 

companies and agencies can be explained by the network of agencies they work with specialized 

in visual elements (see Table IX). Therefore, these types of organizations have mostly 

implemented outsourcing processes. This finding leads to the conclusion that joint stock 

companies alone have not yet become media outlets as it is proposed by the concept of strategic 

mediatization. Nonetheless, the network of the company and its communication agencies have 

become a new type of media networks that work together for the agent’s goal. This explains why 

recently more and more joint stock companies have founded their own communication agency or 

work together with all kinds of different startups. Hence, the concept of strategic mediatization 

needs to be expanded not only to describe new processes and structures in the reflective 

organization, but also the network of the reflective organization, i.e. its communicative eco-

system.   

Moreover, the study revealed new findings and implications at the level of practitioners. 

Firstly, there is a visual divide between how important visual competencies are perceived by 

their valuations on one side and how scare their personal competencies are by their self-

evaluations on the other side. Here, younger practitioners overperform older, and male 

overperform female practitioners in visual competencies. That raises questions regarding future 

management of visual strategies and their implementations. This is even more striking if we take 

into account that a large majority of organizations have no management tools in place to guide 

Outsourcing processes ** 79.5% 
68.4

% 
64.3% 70.2% 75.4% 

72.3

% 
.118 

Technical infrastructures 

** 
58.9% 

54.5

% 
51.1% 45.7% 45.6% 

51.5

% 
.109 

Legal management routines 

** 
58.2% 

44.4

% 
41.3% 37.3% 40.4% 

45.1

% 
.152 

Business processes ** 49.3% 
44.6

% 
31.9% 31.6% 42.6% 

41.4

% 
.134 

Advanced corporate design 

guidelines ** 
55.5% 

38.1

% 
27.2% 26.1% 30.2% 

36.7

% 
.128 

Measurement routines for 

visual communication ** 
20.1% 

18.3

% 
10.5% 14.3% 18.7% 

17.0

% 
.088 

None of these * 1.6% 3.3% 5.1% 4.1% 4.1% 3.5% .063 

n 752 754 526 440 861 3,333  
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their visual performance. This calls on one side for higher management standards and routines 

for strategic visual communication management (SVCM). Otherwise, younger professionals can 

be advising and helping older regarding visual literacy (Manley & Valin, 2017).  

These research results also indicate a specific visual divide not only on the individual level 

of communication professionals in Europe, but also on the organizational and the professional 

level in general. Communication departments with bigger budgets are able to buy these specific 

visual services and try to integrate these in their strategic visual communication. Apart from that, 

especially communication professionals working in nonprofit organizations are much more 

equipped and have much higher visual competencies but less management routines for visual 

communication. This leads to a higher in-house innovation potential in nonprofits, while private 

companies are in the middle. Therefore, for SVCM they need both, implemented and advanced 

management routines for visual communication as well as highly equipped communication 

professionals in the realm of visual communication. 

Limitations and future perspectives 

This study is based on a purposive sample and is not representative for the whole population of 

public relations practitioners in Europe. (The total population of practitioners to sample is 

unknown.) It was conducted in English language, which excluded practitioners who don’t 

command English. The sample structure also reveals that the higher strata of the practice (heads 

of in-house communication departments and leaders of public relations agencies) are 

overrepresented, which makes it a kind of elite study. Considering the topic, authors believe that 

these shortcomings don’t affect the value of results, because critical perception of higher strata of 

the trade only highlights the critical results. 

What have we learned from it and where we should go from here? Firstly, there is a serious 

problem with a visual divide between perceived needs on one hand, and lack of personal and 

organizational competencies in visual communication in public relations and strategic 

management on the other side. Secondly, there is an intra-generational divide with younger 

practitioners expressing higher competencies than their older colleagues, which raises interesting 

questions regarding management and governance of visual communication processes in 

contemporary organizations. Will less competent be able to lead more competent, or will we be 

faced with a situation in which less experienced (younger) will have to learn to lead more 

experienced? Or will the very process of (visual) communication management have to go into a 

more co-creational direction, in which some will lead in some aspects, but at the same time be 

led by other in other aspects of their jobs. There is a whole new world of the contemporary and 

future public relations waiting for new research. 
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Abstract 

Despite detrimental consequences of corporate social irresponsibility (CSI) on a 

company’s financial performance and relationships with stakeholders, it is less often studied in 

relation to normative behaviors of corporate social responsibility (CSR). The questions of when 

and what consumer outcomes CSR and CSI would elicit when both are present in the same 

company remains unclear. This study conducted a 2 x 2 x 2 between-subjects experiment that 

explores the independent and interaction effects of the time sequence (CSI first or CSR first), the 

domain (domain-congruity or domain-incongruity), and the CSR commitment (high or low 

commitment) on different consumer cognitive and behavioral reactions (i.e., company 

evaluation, perceived corporate hypocrisy, purchase intention, negative word of mouth, and 

protest intention). Based on a random sample of 361 adult participants in the United States, the 

results showed that consumers’ negative affect and behaviors toward the company are stronger 

when CSI follows CSR than vice versa. Specifically, when CSI follows CSR, perceived 

corporate hypocrisy ensues, which in turns leads to consumers’ negative global evaluation of the 

company. We also found that when CSI was in the same domain as prior CSR, consumers 

evaluated the company more negatively, perceived stronger corporate hypocrisy, were less 

willing to purchase from the company, and more likely to protest against the company. Finally, 

we did not find CSR commitment to be a relevant factor in affecting consumers’ outcomes when 

both CSR and CSI were presented to publics. Theoretical and managerial contributions of the 

study were discussed. 

Keywords: corporate social irresponsibility; corporate social responsibility; consumer 

attitudes; corporate hypocrisy 
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What does it cost a company to behave irresponsibly following on a corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) campaign? Researchers report that companies engage in corporate social 

irresponsibility (CSI) to reduce costs and increase profitability (Price & Sun, 2017); however 

publicized, CSI can cause tremendous problems as CSI scandals lead to financial loss and 

reputational damage from breaks in trust and commitment, weaker stakeholders’ identification 

with the company, and deterioration of its relationships with stakeholders (Lin-Hi & Müller, 

2013; Popa & Salanta, 2014). Despite these detrimental consequences of CSI, it is less often 

studied in relation to normative behaviors of CSR (Riera & Iborra, 2017). Nevertheless, the co-

presence of CSR and CSI in the same company is ubiquitous (Lenz et al., 2017); in real life, a 

company can engage in CSR and CSI simultaneously or in different time sequences (i.e., CSI 

followed by CSR or CSR followed by CSI). Some earlier findings demonstrated that when CSI is 

present, CSR would be viewed as insincere (Yoon, Gürhan-Canli, & Schwarz, 2006). The 

questions of when and what consumer outcomes CSR and CSI would elicit when both are 

present in the same company remains unclear.  

To fill this research gap, this study focuses on evaluating three variables relevant to CSR 

and CSI that may have independent and/or interacting effects on different consumer responses. 

This is a 2 x 2 x 2 between-subjects experiment that explores the independent and interaction 

effects of the time sequence (CSI first or CSR first), the domain (domain-congruity or domain-

incongruity), and the CSR commitment (high or low commitment). Drawing on cognitve 

psychology and CSR literature, this study proposes that CSI following after CSR would produce 

more negative consumer reactions when compared to CSR that occurred after CSI. We also 

believe that domain-congruity and domain-incongruity make a difference; CSI in the same 

domain as prior CSR would engender more aversive consumer responses in that it exposes a 

company’s direct violation of their previously advocated belief. Finally, perceived CSR 

commitment about a company may play a role in shaping consumers’ evaluation and behavioral 

intentions when CSI is present. The dependent variables represent different consumer cognitive 

and behavioral reactions, including overall company evaluation, perceived corporate hypocrisy, 

purchase intention, negative word of mouth (NWOM), and protest intention. Theoretically, this 

study contributes to the growing body of research on CSI by treating it as a theoretically distinct 

construct from CSR and explored CSI from a domain-congruity and incongruity manner. This 

study also was among the first that investigated consumer responses when CSR and CSI are both 

present. The findings underlined the importance of upholding business ethics in a consistent 

fashion. Strategically, the study makes specific recommendations for communication 

practitioners and managers whose organizations are in the face of a CSR and/or CSI dilemma.  

 

Literature Review 

CSR is a business responsibility to provide a positive and desirable impact on social 

wellbeing (Popa & Salanta, 2014). It is to be accountable to all stakeholders of a company 

beyond just shareholders and committed to “minimizing or eliminating any harmful effects and 

maximizing its long-run beneficial impact on society” (Mohr, Webb, & Harris, 2001, p. 47). 

Carroll (1993) argued that social responsibility is twofold: both protecting and improving. To 

protect is to avoid “doing bad” and to improve means “doing good.”  Literature abounds with 

CSR—as the act of “doing good”, however, CSI is rarely studied (Lange & Washburn, 2012; 

Lin-Hi & Müller, 2013). To the authors’ knowledge, the joint effects of CSR and CSI on 

consumer reactions have remained underexplored. 

Conceptualizing CSI 
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So what is CSI? Corruption and bribery, environmental disasters, safety violations, and 

false advertising are frequent CSI examples (Popa & Salanta, 2014). Scholars (Lange & 

Washburn, 2012) suggest CSI definitions are blurry, and it is often viewed as the antithesis of 

CSR. Strike, Gao, and Bansal defined CSI as company behavior that “negatively affects an 

identifiable social stakeholder’s legitimate claims (in the long run)” (2006, p. 853). Greenwood 

referred to CSI as an “immoral practice based on the deception and manipulation of 

stakeholders” (2007, p. 324). Agreeing with most CSI literature (e.g., Lange & Washburn, 2012; 

Strike et al., 2006), we believe that CSI and CSR are not the two ends of the same continuum; 

that is, a high level of CSR is not equal to a low level of CSI. Rather, CSI represents a set of 

unethical or illegal behaviors whereas CSR behaviors may not be related to the domain of CSI 

and may or may not interact with CSI to affect impressions of companies. From the stakeholders’ 

perspective, this study proposes that CSI constitutes companies knowingly, or intentionally, 

engaging in behaviors that are illegal (indispensably incorporating the unethical dimension) or 

perceived to be unethical (not necessarily illegal) that could elicit negative consumer reactions.  

Research finds that the magnitude of consequences elicited by CSR and CSI is different. 

For example, CSI has a significantly stronger effect on reducing consumer purchase intention 

than CSR would increase otherwise (Sweetin et al., 2013). Similarly, Wagner and colleagues 

claimed that CSI can have “notably deleterious effect on high performance firms” while CSR 

does not “substantially increase consumers’ support” (2008, p. 125). This signifies the crucial 

role of CSI as the tipping point that deteriorates perceived credibility and overall company 

reputation (Riera & Iborra, 2017). This phenomenon might be explained by negativity bias 

claiming that people react more strongly, both affectively and cognitively, to negative 

information than to positive information (Lin-Hi & Müller, 2013). Therefore, companies should 

be aware that it is quicker for consumers to form a bad impression, and once formed, consumers 

will be more resistant to disconfirmation.  

Consumers’ reactions to CSR and CSI  

Five consumer reactions are of interest in this study and are reviewed.  

 Perceived corporate hypocrisy refers to consumers’ belief that a company “claims to be 

something it is not” (Wagner et al., 2008, p. 79). It is a negative psychological state that occurs 

when consumers sense a gap in company’s saying and doing. Research shows that perceived 

corporate hypocrisy increases when CSR activity is followed by conflicting behavior, which 

results in negative evaluation on corporate reputation and attitude toward the company (Shim & 

Yang, 2016).  

Company evaluation reflects consumers’ overall and more generic impression on the 

company. Many studies have confirmed a positive association between CSR activities and 

consumers’ overall evaluation of a company (Brown & Dacin, 1997). Studies also demonstrate 

that consumer evaluation not only is an outcome of the enactment of CSR but also affected by 

relevant organizational factors such as prior company reputation (Albinger & Freeman, 2000), 

the occurrence of crisis (Shim & Yang, 2016), and consumer organizational identification (Webb 

& Mohr, 1998).  

Purchase intention shows variations across different CSR domains (environmental vs. 

community CSR; Lee & Shin, 2010), CSR strategies (proactive vs. reactive strategy; Brown & 

Dacin, 1997) and different levels of consumer trust and affective identification to the company 

(Lin et al., 2011). In general, it is believed that CSR has a more complex influence on 

consumers’ purchase intention when compared to its impact on their attitudes and evaluation of 

the company (Fatma & Rahman, 2015). 
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Negative word of mouth (NWOM) and protest intention are examined as two negative 

consumer responses to CSI in addition to perceived corporate hypocrisy. NWOM is a 

communication behavior that shows consumers’ disapproval of the company manifested 

concretely in “saying negative things, recommending against purchasing, and discrediting the 

company” (Grappi, Romani, & Bagozzi, 2013, p. 1815). Likewise, we borrowed from Grappi 

and colleagues (2013) in defining consumer protest intention as their willingness in boycotting 

the company, blogging against the company, participating in picketing, and taking legal action 

against the company.  

Relationship between CSR and CSI 

A line of scholars believe that CSR is an impression management strategy to offset prior 

corporate wrongdoing or to divert people’s attention away from future CSI (Popa & Salanta, 

2014). CSI can also take place after CSR. It may first sound strange, but research has shown that 

companies engaged in prior socially responsible actions are more likely to commit irresponsible 

behavior (Ormiston & Wong, 2013). Drawing from Nisan’s moral balance model (1991), 

scholars argued that top leaders of companies with previous CSR achievements may think they 

have accumulated adequate moral credits, and, as a result, are more likely to commit undesirable 

social behavior without feeling fear or guilt. This behavior, referred to as moral licensing, is 

caused by “the psychological process that leads people to engage in morally questionable 

behavior after having previously engaged in socially desirable behavior” (Ormiston & Wong, 

2013, p. 865). Moral licensing has been found in the same issue domain. For instance, people 

were less generous in charitable donations when previously reminded of their positive traits, 

whereas people who wrote down their negative traits later showed more altruistic behavior 

(Sachdeva, Iliev, & Medin, 2009). Moral licensing also occurs in different domains; purchasing 

from a green store (versus a conventional store) licensed people to lie and cheat to earn more 

money in a different event later on (Mazar & Zhong, 2010). Relating back to the organizational 

setting, it might be true that organizational leaders are less likely to “scrutinize the moral 

implications of their behaviors and to regulate their behaviors right after their moral self has 

experienced a boost from a good deed” (Mazar & Zhong, 2010, p. 495).  

Numerous studies have examined the independent effect of CSR and corporate crises on 

different corporate outcomes (Garriga & Melé, 2004). However, little has considered co-

presence of CSR and CSI, especially regarding whether the order of CSR and CSI occurrence 

makes a difference in consumer responses. Can CSR buffer against previous committed CSI, or 

is CSI more detrimental to CSR? Therefore, we ask: 

RQ1: Whether the different order of occurrence of CSR and CSI has different effects on 

consumers’ reactions (i.e., company evaluation, perceived corporate hypocrisy, purchase 

intention, NWOM, protest intention)? 

Research shows that consumers’ evaluation of a company is likely to influence their 

behavioral intentions or actual behaviors, such as purchase intention or retaliation (Antonetti & 

Maklan, 2016). Furthermore, it is suggested that consumers’ perception of an organization’s 

distinct features, such as hypocrisy, contributes to consumers forming a more global evaluation 

of the organization (Anderson, 1971). Based on this rationale, Wagner and colleagues postulated 

that “corporate hypocrisy is a key psychological mechanism that affects consumers’… attitudes 

toward the firm” (2008, p. 79), suggesting a direct impact of perceived corporate hypocrisy on 

overall company evaluation. In fact, hypocrisy has been empirically tested to generate negative 

attributions of corporate behavior and elicit negative consumer evaluation (Shim & Yang, 2016). 

Therefore, to expand RQ1 and further explore the nuances and processes of consumers’ 



 

 

455 

psychological reaction, we ask:  

RQ2: Will different order of occurrence of CSR and CSI indirectly influence consumers’ 

purchase intention, NWOM, and protest intention through causally linked multiple 

mediators of perceived corporate hypocrisy and company evaluation? If so, what order 

elicits lower purchase intention, higher NWOM, and higher protest intention through 

perceived corporate hypocrisy and company evaluation? 

CSI Domain. CSI will be explored in a domain-congruity manner in this study, more 

specifically, whether CSI domain is congruous or incongruous with the CSR domain. The 

Kinder, Lydenberg, and Domini (KLD) database evaluates companies’ social performance based 

on seven domains: community, corporate governance, diversity, employee relations, 

environment, human rights, and product (Krüger, 2015). Each domain may incorporate discrete 

CSR and CSI themes. For example, in the KLD database, clean energy and pollution prevention 

are different CSR themes, but both fall under the umbrella of environmental domain. Similarly, 

hazardous waste and agricultural chemicals are different CSI themes under the environmental 

domain. CSI could occur in the same domain as previous CSR (referred to as CSI domain-

congruity) or could also be in a different domain from previous CSR (referred to as CSI domain-

incongruity).  

Effron and Monin (2010) examined when and why an actor’s good deeds make observers 

license the actor’s subsequent transgression behavior. They found when a person’s blatant 

transgression was in the same domain as his/her prior good deed, observers cast a hypocritical 

attitude to the person’s motives for the good deed and fail to license the person’s transgression 

behavior (e.g., a history of fighting sexual harassment did not excuse subsequent sexual 

harassment). In contrast, when observers learned that the person’s previous good deed was in a 

different domain from the subsequent transgression, observers reduced their condemnation of the 

transgression (e.g., a history of fighting adolescent drug use excused the subsequent sexual 

harassment). This was because the moral credits the person previously accumulated can, to some 

extent, exempt him/her from the wrongdoing.  

On an organizational level, CSR has long been positioned as a buffer against upcoming 

organizational crisis (Popa & Salanta, 2014). However, whether the CSR can effectively buffer 

an organization from opposition and criticism depends on the CSI domain. We argue that 

domain-congruent CSI and domain-incongruent CSI are likely to activate different psychological 

mechanisms in consumers and lead to different evaluations of the company. Drawing from 

literature in social psychology, we posit that when CSI domain is congruent with prior CSR, 

consumers’ negative responses will be stronger than when CSI is in different domain from prior 

CSR. Based on the above discussion, we propose that: 

H1: When CSI occurs after CSR within the same domain, consumers will report (H1a) 

more negative company evaluation; (H1b) more perceived corporate hypocrisy; (H1c) 

lower purchase intention; (H1d) higher protest intention; and (H1e) higher NWOM 

compared to when CSI is in a different domain. 

CSR Commitment. CSR commitment refers to “the amount of input, the durability of 

the association and the consistency of input” to a cause (Du et al., 2007, p. 11). Notably, the 

durability of a CSR initiative was associated with perceived CSR motives such that a short-term 

CSR campaign was viewed as primarily benefitting the company while a long-term commitment 

to CSR was viewed more positively – such as being driven by the company’s core value to serve 

the society (Webb & Wohr, 1998). The authors also added that once a scandal broke out, 

companies perceived as having low CSR commitment will suffer from severe consumer distrust 
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compared to a company that is highly committed to CSR, which would have inoculated itself 

from suspicion in times of a crisis. Based on the above review, we propose that: 

H2: Regardless of CSI order or domain, if CSR commitment is presented as high, 

consumers’ reactions will be less negative compared to when CSR commitment is 

perceived as low.  

Meanwhile, we are concerned if domain effect varies with the presence of either high or 

low CSR commitment. As previously argued, when CSR and CSI are in the same domain, it is 

likely that people experience heightened suspicion regarding the company’s contradictory 

behavior and therefore are more likely to doubt the company’s motive. This skepticism may 

especially be salient when publics’ perception of the company’s CSR commitment is low. 

Simply put, the domain may not affect a company with a high CSR commitment to the same 

degree as a company with a low CSR commitment. 

RQ3: Is there a two-way interaction between domain and commitment on consumers’ 

responses regarding the company (i.e., company evaluation, perceived corporate 

hypocrisy, NWOM, protest intention, purchase intention)? 

 

Method 

The hypotheses and research questions were examined by a 2 (sequence-CSI first or CSR 

first) x 2 (CSI domains-congruent or incongruent) x 2 (CSR commitment-high or low) between-

subjects experimental design. Three hundred and sixty-one participants13 were recruited though 

the online consumer panel of Innovate Market Research survey company. Participants were 

randomly assigned to one of the eight experimental conditions where they read two articles, one 

about CSR and one about CSI (see Table 1 for stimulus design). After reading the two articles, 

participants assessed their overall impression on the company, future purchase intention, protest 

intention, and negative word of mouth behavior. Finally, they completed manipulation check and 

demographic questions. 

Stimulus Development  

T-Mobile was used as the stimulus company. The benefits of using a real company as the 

stimulus include establishing external validity and increasing the issue relevance to participants 

of this experiment. For the domain (domain congruity vs. incongruity), we used environmental 

protection and environmental damage news to reflect domain congruity whereas domain-

incongruity involves the company creating students’ learning opportunities but had defective 

phone batteries. For high CSR commitment, the company was emphasized with a “longstanding 

commitment” and “10-year involvement” in the CSR initiative. For low CSR commitment, the 

company was just “recently recognized for”, and “relatively newly involved in” the CSR cause. 

To manipulate the CSR and CSI order, the sequence of the two news stories was reversed.  

To refine experimental stimuli, we administrated a pretest. The pretest checked if 

manipulations of the domain and CSR commitment in the stimuli are effective. One hundred and 

forty U.S. adults were recruited via Amazon Mechanical Turk. They were randomly assigned to 

 
13 Among the 361 participants, 54.4% were male, and 45.6% were female. The mean of 

participants’ age was 48.77 (SD = 16.33), ranging from 18 to 82. Caucasians comprised 81.2% 

of the sample, followed by African Americans (8.5%), Hispanics (5.6%), Asian/Pacific Islanders 

(2.5%), and others (2.1%). In terms of education, 31.9% of the sample attended some college, 

followed by 4-year degree (28.4%), high school degree (15.2%), Associate’s (13.2%), Master’s 

(6.7%), Doctorate (2.9%), less than high school (1.5%), and others (0.3%). 
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read one stimulus from the eight treatment conditions. The stimulus was presented in the form of 

a press release describing a CSR activity and a CSI activity. These participants were asked to 

evaluate domain congruity and CSR commitment. To check our manipulation of domains, we 

asked participants to indicate on a scale of 1 (extremely unrelated) to 7 (extremely related) about 

the relatedness of environmental protection and environmental pollution, as well as creating 

student learning opportunities and product safety concerns. Also, we checked our manipulation 

of CSR commitment by asking participants if they think the company has had a longstanding 

commitment to the CSR cause. This question is measured on a 1 (strongly disagree)-7 (strongly 

agree) Likert scale. 

An independent sample t test was conducted to test our manipulations of CSR 

commitment. Participants assigned to the high commitment condition believed that the company 

has had a longstanding commitment to the CSR cause (M = 5.15, SD = 1.75) compared to the 

low commitment group (M = 3.90, SD = 1.79), F (1, 133) = .57, p < .001. In addition, domain 

manipulation was examined with a paired sample t test. As expected, environmental protection 

and environmental pollution was rated as more related (M = 6.27, SD = 1.10), whereas creating 

student learning opportunities and product safety concerns was conceived to be less related (M = 

2.68, SD = 1.82), and the difference between the pair (same domain versus different domain) was 

significant, t(134) = 18.33, p < .001. 

Measures  

Dependent measure. The study used seven-point Likert scales ranging from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) to measure most variables. All measurement items used were 

adopted from previous literature and adapted to fit this study context. Company evaluation (α = 

.97) was measured by three 7-point semantic differential item pairs adopted from Sweetin et al 

(2013). That is, “Please indicate your overall impression of the company” (Bad/Good, 

Unfavorable/Favorable, Unsatisfactory-Satisfactory). Future purchase intention (α = .90) was 

measured with three items from Sirdeshmukh, Singh, and Sabol (2002), (e.g., “I will buy this 

company’s products when I need electronic products”). To operationalize perceived corporate 

hypocrisy (α = .93), five items were adapted from Shim and Yang (2016), (e.g., “The company 

pretends to be something that it is not”). Negative word of mouth (α = .94) comprises four items 

from Grappi et al. (2013). Sample items include “I would say negative things about this company 

to friends and relatives”. Protest intention (α = .86) was measured with four questions adapted 

from Grappi et al. (2013) (e.g., “I am willing to participate in boycotting the company”).  

 

Results 

Manipulation Checks 

The manipulation checks in the main study revealed that the stimuli were successful. 

Participants in the high CSR commitment group believed that the company has had a longer CSR 

commitment (M = 5.06, SD = 1.46) than the low CSR commitment group (M = 4.35, SD = 1.59), 

F(1, 356) = 5.33, p < .001. Regarding domain manipulation, environmental protection and 

environmental pollution was rated as more related domains (M = 6.05, SD = 1.34), whereas 

creating student learning opportunities and product safety concerns was perceived less related (M 

= 3.73, SD = 2.01), t(355) = 17.65, p < .001.  

RQs and Hypotheses Testing 

The descriptive means and standard deviations of the outcome variables can be found in 

Table 2. All the RQs and hypotheses except for RQ2 were tested with a series of factorial 

ANOVAs. RQ2 was tested using serial mediation analyses with bootstrapping methods on SPSS 
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macro PROCESS v.3.0 (Hayes, 2018). RQ1 asked about the main effect of CSR and CSI order 

on consumer reactions. One-way ANOVAs show that when CSI follows CSR, publics exhibit 

more negative company evaluation (F(1, 360) = 124.81, p < .001), less purchase intention (F (1, 

360) = 30.35, p < .001), more perceived hypocrisy (F(1, 360) = 69.11, p < .001), more NWOM 

(F(1, 360) = 45.86, p < .001), and higher protest intention toward the company (F(1, 342) = 

14.80, p < .001), compared to when CSR follows CSI. 

 To answer RQ2, seperate serial mediation analyses were conducted using model 6 in 

PROCESS with perceived corporate hypocrisy (M1) and company evalution (M2) as two 

sequential mediators of order effects14 on consumers’ NWOM, protest intention, and purchase 

intention. When treating NWOM as an outcome, we found that the direct effect of order on 

NWOM was fully mediated by M1 and M2 (indirect effect of order on NWOM through M1 and 

M2: β = -1.01, CI [-1.25, -.78]; direct effect of order on NWOM: β = .03, p = .83, CI [-.22, .27]). 

Specifically, when CSI follows CSR (X=0, CSR first), publics held higher NWOM compared to 

when CSR follows CSI (X=1, CSI first). For protest intention, M1 and M2 fully mediated the 

relationship between order and protest intention (indirect effect of order on protest intention 

through M1 and M2: β = -.68, CI [-.91, -.47]; direct effect of order on protest intention: β = .10, p 

= .52, CI [-.22, .43]). Likewise, when CSI follows CSR, publics were more likely to demonstrate 

protest intention through a heighted perceived corporate hypocrisy and more negative company 

evalution. The same pattern also applied for purchase intention. When CSI follows CSR, publics 

tended to show lower purchase intention and the relationship was fully mediated by M1 and M2 

(indirect effect of order on purchase intention through M1 and M2: β =  .99, CI [.77, 1.23]; 

direct effect of order on purchase intention: β = -.19, p = .14, CI [-.44, .06]). 

To test H1, a series of two-way (order x domain) ANOVAs were conducted with simple 

effects decompositions using Bonferroni comparisons of order at domain-congruity and domain-

incongruity. The interaction effect was not the focus of this hypothesis, so we only examined the 

simple effects results when order = 0 (CSI follows CSR). Findings from simple effects 

decompositions revealed that when CSI follows CSR, CSI domain-congruity scored significantly 

higher than domain-incongruity for negative company evaluation, (Mean Difference = -1.17, p < 

.001, CI [-1.61, -.73]], therefore supporting H1(a). CSI domain-congruity also scored 

significantly higher than domain-incongruity for perceived corporate hypocrisy, (Mean 

Difference = .87, p < .001, CI [.52, 1.23]], supporting H1(b). CSI domain-congruity scored 

significantly lower than domain-incongruity for purchase intention, (Mean Difference = -.42, p < 

.05, CI [-.82, -.01]], supporting H1(c). CSI domain-congruity scored significantly higher than 

domain-incongruity for protest intention, (Mean Difference = .49, p < .05, CI [.06, .92]], 

supporting H1(d). Finally, CSI domain-congruity did not score significantly different from 

domain-incongruity for NWOM, (Mean Difference = .40, p = .055, CI [-.01, .80]], therefore 

failing to support H1(e). 

H2 predicted that commitment has a main effect on consumers’ various reactions while 

RQ3 asked if there is a domain x commitment interaction effect. We conducted two-way 

ANOVAs to test the H2 and answer RQ3. The findings did not show a significant main effect of 

commitment on company evaluation (F(1, 357) = .11, p = .74), perceived corporate hypocrisy 

(F(1, 357) = .44, p = .51), purchase intention (F(1, 357) = .21, p = .64), protest intention (F(1, 

339) = .39, p = .53), or NWOM (F(1, 357) = .04, p = .83). Thus, we failed to support H2. 

Likewise, none of the interaction effects was significant: for company evaluation (F(1, 357) = 

 
14 We coded 0=CSI happens after CSR and 1=CSI happens before CSR 
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1.92, p = .17), perceived corporate hypocrisy (F(1, 357) = .10, p = .75), purchase intention (F(1, 

357) = 3.55, p = .06), protest intention (F(1, 339) = .00, p = .98), or NWOM (F(1, 357) = 1.26, p 

= .26). 

Discussions and Conclusions 

Detrimental Effect of CSI 

This study found that the order of CSR and CSI occurrence made a difference on all 

consumer responses evaluated in this study, namely, company evaluation, perceived corporate 

hypocrisy, NWOM, protest intention, and purchase intention. More specifically, Consumers’ 

negative affect and behaviors toward the company tend to be stronger when CSI follows CSR 

than vice versa. In other words, compared to the buffering function of CSR on previous 

corporate wrongdoing, the company’s engagement in CSI at a later stage is more detrimental 

even if the company has done something good in the past. This finding reinforced the extant 

literature that doing bad after doing good leads to more negative outcomes (Lin-Hi & Müller, 

2013). Engaging in CSR after CSI has been committed may be to some degree able to save the 

image or reputation of a company, but the extent to which CSR could offset corporate 

wrongdoing seems trivial when compared to the much stronger role CSI plays in eliciting 

consumers’ negative reactions (Barnett, 2007).   

 This finding can be further explicated by looking into consumers’ psychological activity that 

leads to such negative evaluation and behavioral intention. We found that when CSI follows 

CSR, perceived corporate hypocrisy ensues. It speaks true to the fact once consumers have 

created good impressions on a company due to its investment in CSR, any follow-up behavioral 

inconsistencies of the company would disrupt consumers’ established cognitive schema and will 

most likely be perceived negatively. Shim and Yang (2016) argued in their study that when CSR 

was in place, a corporate crisis would trigger publics’ perceived corporate hypocrisy as they cast 

doubts on CSR motives. In our case, companies that first did good and then bad would magnify 

consumers’ inference that the company pretended to be something it is not. This finding is in 

accordance with evidence that when CSR and CSI were both present, stakeholders tended to 

perceive the CSR as insincere (Yoon et al., 2006). The positive value of the previous or currently 

ongoing CSR can thus be overshadowed by a heightened perceived hypocrisy. Similar to Shim 

and Yang who found the mediating effect of corporate hypocrisy (2016), our finding shows that 

perceived corporate hypocrisy in turns affects consumers’ global evaluation of the company such 

that perceived corporate hypocrisy contributes to a more generically unfavorable impression on 

the company. Furthermore, an overall negative company evaluation likely elicits consumer 

behavioral reactions such as negative word of mouth, protest intention, and a decrease in 

purchase intention. This illuminates the process through which consumers react on contradictory 

corporate behaviors. In our case, consumers could have first developed a specific negative 

sentiment, that is, perceived corporate hypocrisy, and then spilled this emotion over into a more 

global evaluation of the company, followed by actual behavioral engagement.  

Domain-congruity/incongruity of CSI 

 Knowing that CSI following CSR leads to stronger negative outcomes than when CSR 

follows CSI, we wonder if CSI domain plays a moderating role in affecting consumers’ 

perception and behavior. We found that when CSI was in the same domain as prior CSR, 

consumers in general evaluated the company more negatively, perceived stronger corporate 

hypocrisy, were less willing to purchase from the company, and more likely to protest against the 

company. However, when CSI was in a different domain as prior CSR, these negative 

associations were relatively attenuated, except for NWOM, on which CSI domain did not make a 
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difference. The differential effect of domain was found in two studies by Lenz and colleagues 

(2017) and Janney and Gove (2011). Our finding is supportive of Janney and Gove, who 

revealed that companies known for CSR associated with corporate governance, faced more harsh 

sanction from the market, when they were discovered to directly violate the governance on 

which they built their good reputation. Finding from the current study adds to this stream of 

research by exhibiting that different CSI domain tends to be less harmful to the company 

compared to the same-domain CSI, in case where CSI occurs after CSR. Lenz and colleagues’ 

study (2017) demonstrated that once a CSI was committed, the following CSR needs to be in 

another domain in order to add value to the company. Though not a focus of this study, we did 

not find a significant effect of CSR domain in moderating the impact of CSI on consumer 

outcomes, in cases where CSR occurs after CSI. Nonetheless, given our finding and relevant 

literature, we believe domain effect deserves more attention in CSR research in specific and 

business ethics research in general. 

 Notably, in this study, we failed to highlight CSR commitment as a relevant factor in 

affecting consumers’ outcomes when both CSR and CSI were presented to publics. This finding 

contradicted previous studies which suggested that “accumulated efforts in CSR help to protect a 

company’s reputation even during a crisis” (Shim & Yang, 2016, p. 5). Despite many empirical 

evidences showing that short CSR involvement likely induces skepticism while a long duration 

of CSR could potentially buffer companies from criticism during a corporate crisis (Zhou & Ki, 

2018), this study did not find such an effect.  

Implications for Theory and Practice 

 Though CSI research has gradually gained momentum in the field of marketing (Lenz et al., 

2017), management (Riera & Iborra, 2017; Janney & Gove, 2011), and business ethics research 

(Jones, Bowd, & Tench, 2009; Murphy & Schlegelmilch, 2013), there remains a gap in the 

investigation of the dynamics and influence of CSR and CSI when they are both salient (Price & 

Sun, 2017). This study provides a possible explanation for why the relationships between CSR 

and company-related outcomes such as performance and reputation are mixed in previous 

research (Wagner et al., 2008) and thus calls for more research looking into the combined effect 

of CSR and CSI. In this sense, this study is heuristically provocative pointing out the 

significance of CSI and the deficiency of evaluating CSR effectiveness outside of discussing 

irresponsibility. Furthermore, responding to the call to abandon viewing CSR and CSI as two 

ends of the same continuum, this study treats CSR and CSI as two conceptually different 

constructs instead of an overall measure (Lenz et al., 2017). Additionally, while marketing 

research has primarily evaluated market value change and financial performance as outcomes 

(e.g., Janney & Gove, 2011), this study focused on consumer evaluations and actions and thus 

complements prior work from a consumer’s perspective. This study also adds to the growing 

body of research that suggests the importance of differentiating domains of CSR/CSI. 

Specifically, our results indicate that CSI incongruity with prior CSR brought about more 

negative impacts on the company.  

 Managerial implications include increasing awareness of the detrimental effect of CSI in 

eradicating previous CSR efforts, especially when the CSI is in the same domain as prior CSR. 

Managers should recognize that even though CSR can be a beneficial add-on, preventing CSI 

from happening in the first place is even more important (Minor & Morgan, 2011). Moreover, 

CSI has a high chance to be picked up by media and publics and escalate to a crisis. Managers 

and leaders should be more attentive to risks of irresponsible actions that directly violate the 

ethical principles the company has espoused and advocated. In case of a crisis, the safest strategy 
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might be to curb the reference to its same-domain CSR history. Looking ahead, the company 

remembered for a certain CSI could engage in CSR to remedy its wrongdoing, but also note that 

CSR domain makes less of a difference in this case. Finally, this study highlights that companies 

should be concerned with consumers’ perceived hypocrisy, overall negative evaluation, and 

actions against the company whenever CSI occurs. For a company to prevent or mitigate 

consumers’ negative behaviors, the company must first address the hypocritical attitude and the 

negative evaluations publics hold toward the company. 

Limitations and Future Research 

 Despite its novel contributions, this study has several limitations. First, the stimuli are based 

on a real company. Even though no significant differences were found regarding participants’ 

prior attitudes toward T-Mobile, there may still be unmeasured confounds associated with 

participants’ implicit bias toward T-Mobile. Future research may replicate this study design by 

using a fictitious company and compare if the findings still hold true. Second, we explored the 

CSR commitment as an excellent CSR feature, but failed to find its utility in moderating publics’ 

negative responses. In addition to using durability as a proxy of CSR commitment, future 

research can incorporate CSR consistency and quantify the amount of CSR efforts. Finally, this 

study was not inclusive in exploring companies’ social performance in all kinds of domains as 

we only created stimuli of environment, product, and community. Future researchers could also 

address domains in corporate governance, diversity, or employee relations to examine if domain 

type is a salient factor. 
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Table 1: 2 (Time Sequence) x 2 (Domain) x 2 (CSR Commitment) Between-Subjects Design 

 CSR commitment: High CSR commitment: Low 

 Domain congruity Domain incongruity Domain congruity Domain 

incongruity 

CSR 

first 

C1:  

First article “T-

Mobile recognized 

for longstanding 

commitment to 

environmental 

protection”  

 

Second article “T-

Mobile on trial for 

C3: 

First article “T-

Mobile recognized 

for longstanding 

commitment to 

creating student 

learning 

opportunities” 

 

Second article “T-

C5: 

First article “T-

Mobile recently 

recognized for 

environmental 

protection” 

 

Second article “T-

Mobile on trial for 

charges of causing 

C7: 

First article “T-

Mobile recently 

recognized for 

creating student 

learning 

opportunities” 

 

Second article “T-

Mobile on trial for 
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charges of causing 

environmental 

damage” 

Mobile on trial for 

charges of using 

defective phone 

batteries” 

environmental 

damage” 

charges of using 

defective phone 

batteries” 

CSI 

first 

C2:  

First article “T-

Mobile on trial for 

charges of causing 

environmental 

damage” 

 

Second article “T-

Mobile recognized 

for longstanding 

commitment to 

environmental 

protection”  

C4: 

First article “T-

Mobile on trial for 

charges of using 

defective phone 

batteries” 

 

Second article “T-

Mobile recognized 

for longstanding 

commitment to 

creating student 

learning 

opportunities” 

C6: 

First article “T-

Mobile on trial for 

charges of causing 

environmental 

damage” 

 

Second article “T-

Mobile recently 

recognized for 

environmental 

protection” 

C8: 

First article “T-

Mobile on trial for 

charges of using 

defective phone 

batteries” 

 

Second article “T-

Mobile recently 

recognized for 

creating student 

learning 

opportunities” 

 

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics of Outcome Variables 

 Company 

Evaluation 

Purchase 

Intention 

NWOM Protest 

Intention 

Corporate 

Hypocrisy 

 

 M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD n 

C1 2.47 1.69 2.73 1.49 4.04 1.51 3.08 1.48 5.22 1.43 45 

C2 4.95 1.51 3.73 1.27 2.71 1.28 2.17 1.25 3.91 1.44 51 

C3 3.71 1.41 2.95 1.13 3.54 1.54 2.46 1.40 4.33 1.18 42 

C4 4.41 1.48 3.17 1.45 3.08 1.15 2.36 1.37 3.78 1.01 42 

C5 2.47 1.39 2.46 1.21 4.02 1.39 2.89 1.21 5.23 1.14 47 

C6 4.76 1.59 3.65 1.49 3.04 1.39 2.09 1.48 3.69 1.19 45 

C7 3.57 1.28 3.06 1.37 3.73 1.25 2.54 1.38 4.38 .89 43 

C8 5.14 1.40 3.75 1.46 2.65 1.40 2.10 1.76 3.49 1.19 46 

 

Note. All constructs were measured using a 7-point scale. Higher scores for company evaluation 

and purchase intention signify more positive attitude. Lower scores for negative WoM, protest 

intention, and corporate hypocrisy signify more positive attitude. 
 

 


